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	1. Prolouge

Hakuoki fanfic

Chizuru sister

It all started in Edo on a spring day a young girl named Ichigo was born. A year later another little girl was born, Chizuru and years past.

Ichigo was now 10 years old and Chizuru was 9. Now if Ichigo was a boy she could go and train at the dojo but that did not stop her, as every day she would dress as a boy and sneak out to train at the Shieikan dojo. It was a small dojo not to many members, but Ichigo hung out with a couple of them mainly Toshizo Hijikata, Souji Okita, Shinpachi Nagakura, Heisuke Toudou and Sanosuke Harada but meanly just heisuke because they were the same age.

After a lot of training Ichigo had almost beaten Hijikata "Nice try" He says with a grin and she smiled back but a hand wrapped around her arm. Ichigo's father Koudou Yukimura suddenly appeared on the other end of the arm and started to pull her out of the dojo with a face full of thunder. Before he could pull her away from the dojo she grabbed on to one of the poles at the entrance of the dojo and wrapped her legs round it. Okita started to laugh but stopped as Ichigo threw the training sword and it hit his head while everyone else moved to help her. Ichigo' father turned to the boys to explain the situation. That he was her father and that he was trying to take her home. The five boys could only watch Koudou's struggles. Finally Ichigo's grip loosened and she was dragged away crying. After ichigo was dragged away Okita turns to Hijikata and laughs. Hijikata just look confused.

"You almost got beaten by a girl" Okita says while laughing. Hijikata just hits him round the head it look like it hurt.

Years past (Chizuru was now 17 and Ichigo was 18) until Chizuru's and Ichigo's dad disappeared so the two of them set of to Kyoto
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Chizuru and Ichigo finally got to Kyoto but before they could settle, some men started to chase them. Ichigo could have easily taken them on but she didn't want to put chizuru in any danger, so instead Ichigo grabbed Chizuru's hand, shouted "Run" and so they did.

After running for a bit they found a small well to hide behind. The men who were chasing them, then soon came. One of the men started to walk towards the wall, but before he could someone screamed with pain. The man turned to see his friend been killed by men with red eyes and white hair. Soon after he followed the other man into death, the men with white hair spotted the girls both paralyzed with fear. As the man with white hair was about to swing his sword Chizuru screamed, but before the man with white hair could bring it down, a group of men wearing blue coats arrived and, with blood splashing everywhere, killed them. Chizuru and Ichigo were just staring at the men, the two of them almost crying in fear. One of the men turned and smiled at his companion, but suddenly another man with jet black hair in a blue coat appeared, pointing his sword at the two girl faces.

"Don't try to escape or I will cut you down" he said coldly. His hair was waving in the wind, but before the sisters could explain anything everything went black.

Ichigo woke in a room she was not familiar with, and was tied up, but the only thing on her mind was if Chizuru was alright. An older man with very little hair came in saying "I'm so sorry" Ichigo gave him a look that revealed everything, yet nothing at all. The man sighed and bent down to untie her. While he was doing that he introduced himself as Genzabura Inoue. He finished untying her then led her to another room. Chizuru was there. Ichigo inwardly sighed with relief and sat down next to her younger sister.

The men started to introduce themselves, and explained why Chizuru and Ichigo were tied up, while explaining they joked with about the hidden girl's deaths. When they had finished the two girls pleaded with them, saying that they would not tell a soul of what they saw that night, but it was in vain, and they were dragged away back to the room that Chizuru awoke in. The man who dragged the girls away told them to expect the worst.

Ichigo and Chizuru were waiting within the room for their death or freedom. Nether said a word to one another, when Chizuru spoke up "We need to escape, they will kill us if we don't". Ichigo agreed but it was in vain, as shortly after they were caught by the man named Hijikata. The two girls struggled with all their might. The two of them tried to explain that they still had things to do, so the blacked hair narrowed his eyes and replied.

"If you're willing to risk you life, I want to hear the whole story". The two of them were brought back to the room that they had met the captain's in. when the other captains had arrived, Chizuru introduced herself first and her sister properly. The two of them explained that their father, Koudou Yukimura, went missing about 6 months ago and that he said he would write letter to them as much as he is able, but suddenly they just stopped. After a month had passed and their contact, Dr Matsumoto, was out of town, Chizuru and Ichigo could not take it any more. So they decided to go off looking for their father, but they had no clues to where their father was and they were attacked by rogue samurai. The men found themselves sympathising with the sister's pain.

"And that's why a pair of girls would dress like men". Hijikata mused only partly to himself. Kondou nodded in agreement until he realised what the younger man said. Nearly everyone else was shocked to hear that the two captives were in fact girls. Ichigo quickly tried to deny it but to no use. Kondou began to apologize repeatedly while the rest of the men started to argue about if the two of them really were girls or not. One of the men, a man named Shinpachi Nagakura, muttered that, there was no proof that they were girls. The taller of his companions, named Sanosuke Harada, smiled and asked "why not strip them". Ichigo and Chizuru both whimpered and Kondou shouted "No that is utterly forbidden". The bespectacled Keisuke Sannan next to him told him to calm down. Sannan then asked the girls what their fathers name was again. When they said Koudou Yukimura the men around them all seemed shocked.

"So your Yukimura's little girls" Kondou murmured. When Chizuru asked how they knew their father the dark haired Hajime Saito, explained that a little over a month ago there was a fire where he had been working, and that he had been missing ever since. Ichigo and Chizuru were surprised to hear that the Shinsengumi were looking for Ichigo's and Chizuru's father as well.

Kondou then proposed that Ichigo and Chizuru stay until they find their father. The two girls thanked them, and then the green eyed Souji Okita smirked and said "it's good that you didn't have to at least of now". The two girls turned away from him slowly. Shinpachi spoke up and says "well if you're girls we gotta treat you better".

The youngest member Heisuke Toudou replied with "Shinpachi you're a sucker for women, but this change of heart is way too fast". After some time Ichigo and Chizuru were escorted back to their room and while the two girls went to sleep the shinsengunmi were still talking.

Morning came and the girl open the window to see a fresh blanket of snow had fallen. They had both gotten their swords back luckily and Ichigo looked at her younger sister. "I wonder when we can go looking for father". Chizuru simply looked down sadly. When they looked out the window Okita was sitting right outside and before either of the girls knew it Saito and Heisuke were there with the girl's dinner.

Saito said that he was busy so Heisuke said "Why not let them eat with all of us". But before Ichigo, Chizuru or Saito could object, Okita and Heisuke were walking with Chizuru and Ichigo's food, so the two girls walked out and filed to the dining room. Harada and Shinpachi were waiting, and proceeded to ask "why are Chizuru and Ichigo here?" Heisuke then replied "why can't they be here?"

Shinpachi replied "that's not it at all food tasted better when your with good friend". After that everyone sat down to eat, Ichigo sat next Heisuke and Chizuru sat next to Okita. Shinpachi leaned over to Heisuke's plate and stole a bit of his fish. While Heisuke was fighting to get it back Ichigo slipped half of her fish on to Heisuke's plate.

After all the liveliness and smiles, Inoue came in with a worried face. He said that Sannan received a bad injury, mainly to his left. Chizuru relived said "oh good" meaning that she was glad it wasn't life threatening. The rest of the men turned to her however and said that it was not good Sannan may never be able to use his sword again. After Inoue left, Okita said something about having Sannan take some medicine. Everyone said no to that idea, while Ichigo and Chizuru had no idea Heisuke tried to explain, but before he could finish Harada punched him against the wall and yelled "We can't tell them that Heisuke and you now that". Shinpachi told him to stop he turned to Chizuru and Ichigo and told them that was all they needed to know, the two girls asked why but they received no answers.
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It was about noon everyone and started to go to lunch. Okita and Heisuke had decided to walk the two girls to lunch. Everyone got settled and started to eat, until Shinpachi stole some of Heisuke's lunch and two started to fight over a little bit of fish again. While the two of them were distracted, Ichigo smiled and slipped half of her fish to Heisuke again.

Heisuke finally gave up and when Shinpachi started to eat his lunch properly, Heisuke ate his lunch and grinned at Ichigo; she just smiled and winked back. Suddenly Sannan and Hijikata walked in and sat down.

"Welcome back you two" Okita says. "It's good to be back" Sannan replied quietly. Sannan's arm still looked painful but he just put on a smile and tried to put everyone's sprit up. He said he wasn't hungry and went off to his room. Okita asked Hijikata how Sannan's injuries were, he didn't reply until he noticed Ichigo and Chizuru sitting and eating with everyone.

"Why are the two of you here? who told you could eat here?" he snapped angrily at the two of them. Everyone jumped in one after one another, saying that they said Ichigo and Chizuru could sit with them. Hijikata just looked around at the captains surprised. He started to argue with Kondou but Chizuru and Ichigo spoke up to say that they would go back to their room. Hijikata just sighed and said the two girls could and everyone else just smiled at the two girls.

It was now evening Sannan had locked himself in his room, he never came to eat with everyone and he'd only train when no one was around almost like he was angry at himself.

Morning came around and the sisters walked into the kitchen to see Okita and satito making breakfast. The two girls were surprised and Ichigo asked "So do you two make all the meals?"

Okita replied "No everyone takes turns in making meals". Then Heisuke walked to say that Sannan would eat in his room again. Okita turned around and said "Eat my foot he hardly eats at all". Hijikata came around the corner saw the girls and growled "I know I said that the two of you could eat with all of us but I didn't say you could just wonder around the compound". Chizuru asked Hijikata if she could take Sannan's lunch to him today, but he just looked worried. After some persuading he let Chizuru go give Sannan's food to him.

Chizuru came back looking sad. Ichigo looked worriedly at her younger sister as she sat down and started to eat. "Are you alright Chizuru?" she asked, nudging chizuru gently. The smaller girl looked at Ichigo and gave her a sad smile, assuring her that she was alright.

After that no one spoke until Sannan entered the room and sat down to eat with everyone. He then said "someone told me food is best enjoyed with good friends" everyone smiled and everything became much livelier.

The next day Ichigo and Chizuru were cleaning next to Saito and Okita. Ichigo decided to speak up and asked "When can Chizuru and I go looking for our father?"

Saito turn to Chizuru and Ichigo and said with a sigh "We can't do that there are not enough men to provide you with protection" Chizuru replied saying that the she had lessons in swordsmanship and that Ichigo had been to a dojo for a while when she was younger. Saito turned around and told them to show him. The two girls agreed. Chizuru was up first but in a flash it was over and Chizuru's sword was on the floor and Saito's blade was next to Chizuru's neck. Saito then said "Your sword showed no hesitation".

Okita walked up to Chizuru and said "By the way that means you passed". Chizuru's face lit up with joy, and then it was Ichigo's turn. Again it all happened in a flash, but this time the sword stayed in her hand and Ichigo's blade was against Saito's hip. Okita recognized the technique she was using. He was shocked to realize that the technique she was using was the same as his. He then remembered someone from his past named Ichigo, the memory of their face was blurred. He refocused on Saito and Ichigo's fight as Chizuru sat down next to him.

As Saito and Ichigo carried on their spar, so her full strength could be tested, Okita watched carefully. As he observed her technique, he started comparing the girl in front of him and the child from his memory. His eyes narrowed and a smile worked its way onto his face. The sense of familiarity he felt around the girl was starting to make sense. He started to chuckle to himself quietly, earning a curious look from the girl sat next to him.

Soon after, Saito and Ichigo finished their spar. Saito was congratulating the two girls and said "I will ask Hijikata if you can go on the rounds with us". The two of them smiled at him. Later that day the girls were at a meeting with Hijikata said yes to the girls going out on rounds. They went out on parole with Okita and Heisuke. Chizuru and Ichigo started to ask people around the street about their father. They didn't have any luck until a man told the two girls that they saw a man who matched their description, in front of a vender. The two of them hurried to where the man suggested.

Okita tried to go after the two of them, but before he could some rogue samurai came out of nowhere. The girls walked in to the shop, they were about to ask the man running the stand about their father, but before the two girls could a man spoke out of the shadows of the shop saying "Their the kids that are always with the Shinsengumi" and drew his sword. He started to run at Chizuru, but before he could Ichigo blocked his attack and knocked his sword to the ground. At that very second Okita ran in and so did all the rest of the solders a fight ensued.

Later that same day Ichigo, Chizuru and the others were in the meeting room. Sannan scolded the two girls who tried to apologise for sneaking off. They explained that the reason they thought there might be some information about their father. Sannan told the girls that is was not their fault and that it was Okita's fault for not supervising them.

At that moment Hijikata walked in and told Sannan that he let her go out on rounds with them and that it was his fault as well. As he sat down Harada turned to ask Hijikata about the guy that they caught. Hijikata just lowered his head and said with a sigh "They will set fire to Kyoto when the wind is strong". Everyone gasped at that that moment.

Heisuke spoke up and said "So they're going to try to kidnap the emperor they don't respect him at all". Hijikata just nodded and says "Now that we have got there leader their bound to meet up".

Koudou asked "Where would they meet?" Hijikata replied with WI don't now but it could be Ikedya or Shikoku inn". Koudou nodded and said to everyone to ensemble the men immediately in response hijikata nodded and left and soon did everyone else.

Later everyone was gathered in a huge room, Kondou and the others were at the front. Kondou started to explain that half of the man who where gathered there would be going to the Ikedya inn, and the rest would go to Shikoku and so they spilt into the two groups and set off.

A little bit later Ichigo, Chizuru and Sannan were waiting for some sort of news, when suddenly Yamasaki came bursting in with news about the battle and that the location was in fact the Ikedya inn. Sannan's eyes widened. Yamasaki told the girls and Sannan that he would go tell the Shikoku team about the true location, but Ichigo was having none of it.

"I'm coming with you". She told him. Chizuru then spoke up and said that she was going to go as well. Sannan and Yamasaki agreed and the three of them started running, until some rogue samurai appeared in front of them and attacked. Yamasaki shouted to the two girls to keep going and deliver the message. Chizuru shouted that she wouldn't leave, but Ichigo grabbed Chizuru's hand and pulled her along and kept running.

To be continued
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The two girls ran as fact as their legs could carry them. Finally Ichigo and Chizuru arrived and they ran up to Hijikata with the message that the enemy were at the Ikedya Inn. Hijikata and everyone else gasped and before the girls knew it they were running again. While running Hijikata turned to Chizuru and Ichigo and said not to go in for any reason.

After a while longer Hijikata and the rest of the group arrived. Ichigo and Chizuru remained outside until the two of them heard screams for help. The two rushed in Ichigo told Chizuru to split up. Chizuru tried to say no, but Ichigo put her hand on her shoulder and told her she would be fine. After they separated Ichigo ran to Shinpachi's side. The man told her to go help Heisuke, almost immediately she ran in to the room he had pointed her to. Heisuke (with blood running down his face) was inside fighting a man with red hair. She ran next to him and he turned to her, his eyes widening.

"What are you doing here you idiot?" He yelled at her, shifting so he was in front of her. She scowled at him and replied with "I came to help you of course". The man with the red hair sighed and wearily said "I have no need to fight you, if the two of you just leave I don't need to take your lives". Heisuke was having none of it however, and he took a step forward, meaning to try fighting the man again. However his sight began to waver and he collapsed. Ichigo darted to his side as the stranger took his chance to escape.

The girl quickly tore a strip off her sleeve and tied it around his head, to try and stop the bleeding. Heisuke kept trying to speak but Ichigo just looked at him with a smile and said "Don't try to talk, just rest". After she said that Heisuke slowly nodded his head and closed his eyes Ichigo stood up and drew her sword waiting for any of the enemy to approach them.

Finally it ended; a long night of fighting was over. Ichigo was still sat next to Heisuke until Shinpachi came in saying that it was over and that they'd won. Shinpachi and Ichigo put Heisuke over their shoulders and started to walk down the stairs. When Ichigo saw all the injured, she was horrified. She looked at the small splash of blood on her clothes and then back at the rest of the men. A stretcher arrived to take Heisuke. Ichigo then searched for her sister. When she found her, Chizuru was sat crying next to Okita. Ichigo walked over slowly and wrapped an arm around the younger Yukimura. "He will be fine Chizuru and so will Heisuke". She told the girl to comfort her. Ichigo wiped the tears off Chizuru's face and they gave each other a small smile, one watery, one soft and kind.

Later everyone got back to headcounters the two girls went to different rooms. Ichigo was with Heisuke and Chizuru was with Okita. Ichigo was hugging herself and was whispering to the unconscious boy in front of her, "You will be fine, you have to be fine" and was almost crying.

A couple of day later everyone seemed back to their old selves. Ichigo and Chizuru brought in some medicine for Sannan, Okita and Heisuke. Sannan did not seem happy having to take the medicine as well as those who were newly injured. Apparently Hijikata's family made it. Heisuke spat it out and shouted that it was disgusting. Hijikata looked angry, almost like he was going to punch him. Heisuke shuffled back and said "Sorry Hijikata you don't want me to get more injuries", making Ichigo giggle. After saying that (and ignoring the quiet giggles still coming from Ichigo) he shut up and took his medicine.

Okita smirked and decided to have a little fun, and thought it was time to reveal what he knew about Ichigo and that she went to the Shieikan Dojo. "Ichigo" he called, causing her to look curiously at him. Smiling a little wider he opened his mouth to speak again. "What happened to you after you stopped coming to the Shieikan?" Ichigo spluttered and barely managed to ask him how he knew about that.

"Yes I did go to that dojo for a little while, but how did you know that?" she asked the smirking male. Heisuke, Shinpachi, Sanosuke and Hijikata gasped while Okita had smug look on his face.

Heisuke leaned towards Ichigo's face to examine her more closely, ignoring the crimson blush that was spreading across her face. Heisuke grinned at her. "You're the girl who beat Hijikata!" Ichigo only looked at him blankly, her blush fading in her confusion.

Kondou smiled and decided to explain for her. "That was the dojo that we were all at and that I ran." Ichigo paled slightly as she started putting the faces of the boys she remembered, and the faces of the men in front of her together.

"I remember now" she cried, pointing to them in excitement. "You were all there and you" she turned to Okita with half a frown. "You were laughing at me and were always the hardest on me." Okita smiled and shrugged non-apologetically at her. The men all laughed and started reminiscing with the girl about the Shieikan hall and the times they shared, filling her in on things she missed, and Ichigo filled them in on the things that changed after she left the dojo with Chizuru joining in.

Later the two girls were taking some water and food to Okita's and Heisuke's rooms, but before they got there Hijikata stopped them, saying that they were allowed to go out on rounds today. The two girls looked at each other in confusion and replied "But today isn't the day we go on rounds with everyone."

He glared to the two of them and told them to just do it and he turned and walked off. Later the girls went out on rounds with Sanosuke. While they were out people kept avoiding the Shinsengumi and whispering to themselves about them. When the two girls asked about it, Sanosuke replied saying that they feared the Shinsengumi. The two girls were surprised when, Shinpachi came around the corner. "Hello Chizuru, hello strawberry." He called to the girls, waving as he rushed over. The two girls called their hellos back until Ichigo understood what Shinpachi said.

"What did you call me?" She yelled angrily, stalking towards him. He just laughed, only infuriating her further. Sanosuke pulled Ichigo back by her collar as Chizuru darted forwards to try and calm her angry sister down. Sanosuke asked Shinpachi about his rounds causing Shinpachi to shake his head and reply with "Nothing but I did hear a rumour about the Choshu and that they will be meeting in Kyoto."

Sanosuke sighed and said "So things are starting to look serious." After a moment Sanosuke told his and Shinpachi's soldiers to go on ahead. After the men left to go back to headquarters, the two captains and two girls set off wandering. After walking for a bit all of them arrived at the Yamahocka parade. The girls gasped, amazed at how beautiful it was.

The four of them stayed a while listening to the sounds of the bells. The pair of men started to argue about how it sounded making their companions giggle. Shinpachi turned to Ichigo and asked "what's so funny strawberry? ". The smile on Ichigo's face fell into a frown and she whirled around and started to yell at the man. While Shinpachi and Ichigo were giving each other evils, Sanosuke and Chizuru started to laugh, and so the four of them enjoyed their night.

A few days later Kondou called everyone to the meeting room to say that they would be going to join the Aizu clan and fight the Choshu. Everyone exclaimed happily, saying finally their time to shine and come. Kondou sighed and said finally the Aizu has at last acknowledged our actions. Heisuke was extremely happy until Shinpachi told him he couldn't go because his wounds still had not healed.

The shocked face he pulled made Ichigo smile in spite of herself. He tried to argue his way into going, but a sharp look and comment from Hijikata quickly shut him up. Sannan gave a half-hearted attempt to cheer the younger male up, but only seemed to make himself more frustrated. Okita agreed with Shinpachi until Kondou told him that he would have to stay as well. The disappointment on their faces caused the two girls to start giggling until Kondou asked if they would come to help fight the Choshu with them.

Chizuru, after a moment of thinking declined his offer, saying that she would be more help at headquarters. Kondou turned to Ichigo to ask if she would come with them. She just smiled and said "I go where Chizuru goes".

Kondou smiled at the pair. He turned to the other captains and told them to go get some rest; they have to get up early the next day. With that the meeting closed and the group dispersed to get ready.

The next day the rest of the men set off a long trail ahead the girls waved to them and wished them good luck, while Sannan, Heisuke and Okita just looked disappointed.
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After the men left for battle it was just the girls, Heisuke, Okita and Sannan left at headquarters. Later that day the two girls decided to go meet up with the remaining men. Chizuru went to spend time with Okita and Ichigo went to see Heisuke.

Ichigo walked to the common room where Sannan and Heisuke where having a chat, although it was mainly Heisuke moaning about not getting to fight with the others. Sannan tried to cheer him up but he suddenly started to act weird and started to talk about some short of medicine. "I thought he was already taking medicine" the girl thought to herself. Before she could put any more thought in to it, Heisuke stood up and started to shout at Sannan, his face almost looked scared.

"It won't work Sannan remember Okita and Saito had to kill the others" the younger man yelled at the elder, but Sannan just shook his head and mentioned Ichigo's and Chizuru's father and his work. Ichigo was startled and wondered just what her father has to do with all this. At that moment Sannan told Heisuke not to repeat what he'd just heard. Heisuke just replied with a nod.

Some days later(after everyone got back from fighting) after breakfast the two girls found on their way to common room a tray of tea the girl walked in to the room with the tea and gave a cup to everyone (apart for Heisuke who in edo recruiting more men for the Shinsengumi). They were all grateful as Ichigo and Chizuru sat down the men started a conversation about possible new headquarters, but quietened as Kondou walked in with a man Ichigo and Chizuru were not familiar with.

His name was apparently Kashitaro Itou and he was the new deputy commander. Ichigo and Chizuru had started to think that he might be a nice person, until he mentioned Sannan's arm. Everyone glared at him furiously but he did not stop there, the words that came out of his mouth next were mocking Sannan and his use to the Shinsengumi. Ichigo was about to stand and draw her sword on him, until Hijikata stood up and shouted at Itou saying "Don't say that about Sannan".

Itou apologized, but in the most sarcastic way possible. Everyone glared at him again until Koudou spoke up and invited him to see the training regimen. All eyes turned to Sannan Shinpachi tried to comfort him, but no luck he just looked angry then he left the room. After he left everyone looked sadly at each other and separated to get back to work.

Later after dinner, the girls went out to the garden. They said nothing, they just looked at the sunset, enjoying each others company and thinking to themselves about how Sannan must have felt about earlier and how they wish his arm would get better.

At that moment Ichigo and Chizuru heard something. Ichigo turned to her sister "Stay here I will go check what that sound was" and she jogged of towards that sound they'd heard. After looking around for a bit in the Maekawa house she found the cause of the noise. It was Sannan.

He turned to ichigo and smiled slightly. "I never thought that it would be you who would catch me. How unexpected". Ichigo just look confused as she started ask him what he was doing, but he cut her off mid sentence and asked her this "You're wondering what this is I imagine?" and held up a small glass vile filled with a red liquid. Seeing the curious look on Ichigo's face Sannan explained.

"This is a secret treatment developed by your father Koudou under the orders of the Shogunate". Ichigo was shocked and alarmed. He then explained that it could transform a person.

Ichigo with a worried look on her face asked "What do you mean by transform?" He thumbed the lid off the vial and stared at the crimson liquid inside. "To put it simply, it makes the drinker stronger and heightens their recuperative abilities". Ichigo didn't know what to say as Sannan carried on. "However there is a rather serious flaw. It was I suppose you could say a little too strong. It worked as advertised, but drove those who drank it mad". He paused and then shot the girl a look. "You've seen it happen haven't you" Ichigo looked confused, then started to remember the night her and Chizuru first met the Shinsengumi and gasped, her hands flying to her mouth.

Sannan continued speaking, taking no notice of her reaction. "So you understand now". His eyes thinned as he carried on speaking. "They were no longer capable of what one might call rational thought and were little more than bloodthirsty monsters". Ichigo lowered her hands and looked sickened, but he spoke again. "If they lose control whenever they see blood, then they're hardly much use in battle are they? No matter how powerful or unkillable they may be".

Ichigo just looked horrified when Sannan started to lift the glass to his lips, but before he could Ichigo quietly asked him one last question. "If you drink that, will you be okay? It won't ...make you go crazy?"

Sannan turned to her and gave her another small smile. "I'm not sure I've never tested it on anyone". She tried to persuade him that he doesn't need to take it, but he only started to shout at her saying "This is the only way to heal my arm". At that moment he threw back is head and drank the red liquid all at once.

A single drop ran down his mouth, then he fell to the floor and he started writhing and screaming in agony. Ichigo was about help him, when his right arm wrapped around her leg which made her smack against the wall and slid onto the floor. Sannan moved on top of her, his hand reaching for her throat. Sannan's hair turned white like show and his eyes blood-red. Ichigo couldn't breathe as Sannan's hand wrapped around her throat. Ichigo managed to gasp his name out and Sannan's grip loosened, before he let go of her entirely.

Ichigo fell forward gasping for air. When she finally got her breath back she asked if Sannan was ok, but he just told her to kill him. Ichigo widened her eyes in shock and cried "No I can't". "You have to". He shouted at her, but before she could tell him to stop this madness, his hand wrapped around the hilt of her sword. He then began to pull the sword out, ignoring her struggles to keep control of the blade. Without warning he scrambled away from Ichigo and started screaming.

Suddenly Okita stormed in and ran up to Sannan. Knocking the distracted man out, he gave a sigh. He stood back up turned to Ichigo. Everything started to go black to the girl and she fainted as Okita started to walk towards her.

When Ichigo awoke she was back in her room with chizuru next to her and Okita sitting across from her. Seeing him Ichigo remembered about what happened earlier that night. Okita asked about what happened and she started to explain. When she finally finished the story, Okita started to walk off and told her to get some sleep then the door closed and within a second she was fast asleep, Chizuru curled around her older sister to comfort her.


	6. Chapter 5

Finally morning came and one at a time, the captains returned to the common room after the long night. It was silent until Inoue spoke up to tell everyone that Sannan was fine. The room then filled with sighs of relief, until the door slid open. Itou greeted everyone with a good morning and then asked about what happened last night, mentioning that everyone looked gloomy. Shinpachi quickly whispered to Sanosuke to "make something up". He looked surprised and tried to make something up, but before he could Okita butted in and told them to shut up.

The two of them took a step back and Okita whispered to them "How about you leave the explanation to someone who can string two words together". He gave an almost imperceptible nod to Saito, the rest of the men just nodded. Saito told Itou that if he wished, he would tell him the details later. Itou's eyes narrowed as he agreed to the conditions and a moment later he was gone.

Later the two girls walked over to where Sannan was sitting and told him that dinner was ready. He got up and he gave the two of them a smile. At that moment Ichigo saw his hair turn white but she disregarded it and thought nothing of it.

Six months later after the Shinsengumi moved to the Nishi Hongwanji temple and after Heisuke returned from Edo, he and the two girls went out on rounds together. The girls were happy that he was safe and sound and that he hadn't changed while he was away. He turned his head to Chizuru and in a whisper asked if Sanosuke or shinpachi had made fun of Ichigo by calling her strawberry.

Chizuru whispered back "No they were complete gentlemen". He just grinned back relieved, while Ichigo walked ahead, oblivious to what the pair were talking about. Suddenly Okita appeared from around the corner. Heisuke waved to him and Okita walked up to them and joined them on their rounds. The two boys were talking about the shogun coming to town, until Okita spotted a young girl being harassed by two men.

Okita quickly draw his sword and pointed it at the men. When they tried to get him to back off Heisuke joined Okita and the sight of two of the Shinsengumi's captains were enough to scare the men off. The young girl walked up to everyone and thanked them and introduced herself as Kaoru Nagumo and smiled. Okita looked between Kaoru and his two female companions and suddenly pushed them next to the Kaoru. "Yep they look alike" he mused to himself, after taking a step back. Heisuke just shook his head and disagreed.

Kaoru smiled at the girls beside her, bowed, said thank you again and left. Heisuke grinned at Okita and said "I think she likes you". Then the two boys and Chizuru started to walk off while Ichigo just looked at her reflection and wondered who Kaoru was. Before she could keep think Heisuke and Chizuru called her and she jogged to catch up with them. The four of them started to walk back to headquarters.

Later that day Kondou called everyone one to the meeting room saying that the Shogun would be visiting and as the Shinsengumi, they would be protecting him at all cost. Everyone was happy that they acknowledged the Shinsengumi achievements until Itou brought up Sannan's arm. Hijikata then said to koudou to let Okita off this time as he thinks that Okita is sick. Kondou asked Okita but he just shrugged his shoulders. Then Heisuke put his hand up saying that he was also not feeling well. When he said that, Ichigo got very worried but was able to hide it unlike Kondou.

Then Hijikata walked up to the two girls and asked them what they would do. The two of them were not sure until some of the captains convinced them, and then they agreed to go help protect the shogun.

A few day later drawing night the two girls were carrying messages to the solders, until Chizuru's sandal strap broke. Ichigo bent down to fix it grinning at the face her younger sister pulled. When she stood back up however, Ichigo got a feeling just like the night Sannan took the water of life.

She slowly turned to see the three men from the Hamaguri Rebellion. The two girl's eyes widened as they each recognised one of the men. Ichigo stepped forwards and pointed to Amagiri and cried "You're the one who hurt Heisuke". She looked angrily at the men, her anger rising as Chizuru told her that the blond haired Kazama hurt Okita.

Kazama smirked at them, and said to the two of them "You two aren't too slow are you?" Ichigo shouted at them "How did you get here?" The blue haired man (who, the girls realised from previously heard descriptions, was Kyo Shiranui) snorted, stood up and said "You think a little wall like this could keep demons out?" Ichigo draw her sword, temper getting the best of her, and cry "Are you playing with us or do you take us for fools?"

Kazama laughed at the pair of them. "The two of you are demons like us, Ichigo and Chizuru Yukimura". Chizuru gave a small gasp and Ichigo shouted "how do you know our names? And what do you mean demons?" Suddenly Amagiri was behind them. The girls felt shivers go down their spines as he started to talk. "Your wounds heal so quickly it is obvious the two of you are not human".

The two of them turned, but he was already gone. Kazama explained that the girl's last name and their swords proved that they were in fact demons. He then said "Now I don't care which one of you I take but know that we don't need you permission to take you". He then jumped down to the ground.

Ichigo stood in front of Chizuru with her blade pointing at him. She was shaking in fear. Never had she felt this terror in her life, she was almost paralyzed with it. Instead of drawing his sword, Kazama put his hand on Ichigo's cheek smiling at her reaction and said "Female demons are rare, now come with us". Kazama's eyes moved to a point behind her and he jumped back, the point of a spear following him. Ichigo's legs fell from beneath her as Sanosuke, Hijikata and Saito moved in front of the girls.

As the men started to fight a voice whispered behind the two girls, "I am here to take you two back to headquarters" it was Yamasaki. Chizuru grabbed Ichigo's hand and tugged her onto her feet, and then three of them started running back to the headquarters. Finally when they arrived at headquarters Yamasaki told them he has to go back to help with the fighting. Chizuru looked worriedly at her sister and asked if Ichigo was ok. She reached to hold her hand but Ichigo pushed her away and walked off. Before she was out of sight, Ichigo turned to Chizuru and said "sorry but I need some time alone". Chizuru could only just catch the remaining mix of fear, anger and frustration in her voice. Turning in the opposite direction Chizuru walked away to find Okita.

Later after Ichigo had wandered around the compound a little to calm herself, she ran into Heisuke. He seemed almost surprised to see her. He called her over and invited her to sit next to him. When she was seated beside him Heisuke asked her what she was doing alone. She stumbled over her words, trying to explain the story, leaving out the part when the men had called her and Chizuru demons. He seemed worried and when she got to the part when Kazama had said about taking her away, his hand twitched and curled into a fist in anger. When she finished her story he gave her a gentle smile and told her "Well as long as I'm here, I won't let anyone lay a finger on you". As he said that he pounded his chest with his fist and grinned at the girl beside him. Ichigo gave him a small smile, instantly feeling a lot calmer as the relief flooded her heart.

Then she remembered that he said he was not feeling well she gave a small snort. When he looked at her with an eyebrow raised, she stood up. Twirling to face him she grinned at him. "You must be an extremely powerful warrior indeed, to be able to protect someone while sick". She winked at him, causing him to blush until her words sunk in.

Heisuke frowned and looked away from her. "I lied" he admitted quietly, making her smile turn into a look of confusion. When she asked why he shrugged. "I just didn't want to guard the shogun" he sighed and then continued. "I feel like the Shinsengumi has become just another servant to the shogun".

Ichigo did not know what to say, so she simply sat back down next to him and stared up at the sky. The two of them stayed silent just looking at the stars until Ichigo fell asleep, her head landing on Heisuke's shoulder. The young man gave her a startled look, his earlier blush returning. Heisuke slowly lifted his hand and touched her hair, moving a small bang away from her eyes. He sat there for a moment, before shaking his head. As gently as he could so not to wake her, Heisuke stood up and pulled the girl into his arms. He quickly walked over to the room Ichigo shared with her sister and set her down on one of the futons. Covering her with a blanket he took a moment to look at her before hurrying out of the room, moving towards his own room before any of the other captains came back.


	7. Chapter 6

A couple of weeks later the compound was a noisy as ever, and the Yukimura sisters were washing vegetables for that nights dinner. Itou stalked past the two of them with annoyed and angry look on his face, muttering to himself. Chizuru called to him and asked him what was wrong. He scowled at the two girls. "Due to the health inspection that Dr Matsumoto tried to forcibly disrobe me".

Ichigo giggled a little, but neither Chizuru nor Itou heard. Then Chizuru recognised the doctor's name but she asked what it was for reconfirmation. Itou looking confused and repeated the name. At that moment Chizuru grabbed Ichigo's wrist and pulled her along. While running she shouted "Ichigo and I will have a health inspection too". Before Itou could stop the two of them, they were already gone.

When the two girls finally reached the room where the health inspection was taking place, the two girls could hear loud voices of the men inside. The two girls poked their heads around the door to see what was going on. Inside the room they found the men and captains of the Shinsengumi in a line, waiting for their medical exams. The two of them stayed silent until Chizuru burst out laughing at the boys joking with one another, while Ichigo hid behind Chizuru with a face as red as her namesake. Heisuke spotted the two girls and grinned, jogging over to them. Seeing the approaching topless male, Ichigo gave a small squeak, spun around and ran as fast as she could back to the room she shared with her sister. In her wake she left an amused Chizuru and an extremely confused Heisuke behind. Alone in her room Ichigo desperately tried to get rid of her blush, which was only made harder by the image of Heisuke reappearing in her mind.

That afternoon Ichigo and Chizuru ran into Dr Matsumoto. The three of them went to a room where Kondou was waiting. Matsumoto was happy to see the girl were alright. Ichigo asked him if he got the letters they wrote. He nodded and said that the girls forgot to put their location in the letters. The girl's flushed with embarrassment until Ichigo spoke up "Did our father really work on that medicine". He just nodded and sighed and turned to Kondou who nodded and started to explain more about the water of life.

Ichigo looked at the floor and told Matsumoto what she had learnt about the water of life. He sighed and said "So you know that much". She then yawned and replied "It was nice seeing you but I am feeling sleepy so I'm going to bed". She then left the room with Chizuru following.

The next day, on Matsumoto's orders, Kondou ordered everyone to help clean the headquarters. Everyone seemed disappointed apart from Ichigo and Chizuru (the former having finally calmed down, but still refusing to look at Heisuke if she could help it). The men got to work, grumbling the whole time, while the two girls just giggled. Chizuru and Ichigo were hanging clothes to dry when something caught their eyes it was Dr Matsumoto and Okita. Ichigo thought nothing of it, but Chizuru ran off to see what they were talking about and in a flash she was gone. Chizuru returned later with a sad look on her face.

Ichigo looked at her in concern. "Why don't you go inside while I finish cleaning?" she suggested gently. Chizuru slowly nodded and walked to their room. Ichigo felt a chill down her neck and she turned to see Kazama standing nearby, watching her.

"What are you doing here?" Her eyes narrowed and she near snarled her question at him. He just smirked at her and stepped towards her. "Don't get so angry I'm not here for you. Not today at least". He paused for a second and carried on. "What exactly is your relationship with Koudou?" She scowled at him and started to speak louder. "How exactly do you know my father?" Kazama grinned at her again, but before Ichigo could ask any more questions Hijikata, Sanosuke and Heisuke appeared out of nowhere making Kazama jump back to avoid being slashed by Heisuke's blade, as the younger male moved in front of Ichigo.

Kazama sighed and looked at the men. "You're just like a pack of dogs". That irritated Hijikata. He almost draw his sword until Kazama said "sorry but I don't have time to play with you dogs. Let me give you a warning. Stop turning humans into demons".

Heisuke scowled at him. "This is our turf; you better shut your trap before we have to do it for you". Kazama gave a small sigh and mocked the younger male, saying the smaller the dog the louder the bark.

He turned back to Ichigo and smiled at her, causing Heisuke to scowl again. "Before I go your father is with us now. Do you understand what that means? Your father has abandoned the shogunate". In a flash he was gone. Sanosuke walked up to the girl as Heisuke turned to face her. Heisuke asked why he was after her anyway, but before Ichigo could say anything Sanosuke interrupted saying "there's only one reason, he's in love with her".

Ichigo disagreed but Sanosuke insisted it was true. Ichigo was almost crying at him to stop. Heisuke told his friend, to stop to looking away a little angry. Finally Hijikata told the two of them to get on with their work so the two men quickly ran off, but before Heisuke left he turned to Ichigo told her to cheer up. Her heart suddenly felt a little less troubled. Hijikata walked up to her and said" if you need some time to relax you can" but Ichigo just shook her head and got back to work.


	8. Chapter 7

It was a day like any other and the two girls were out on patrol with Saito. The girls had stopped for a moment, when Ichigo noticed commotion nearby. A couple of ronin had been walking when one of the men kicked a child playing in the street. Ichigo shouted at him to stop, but before she had taken a single step toward them, a young girl ran out to place herself in front of the child. The ronin's obviously short fuse had blown. He tried to grab the girl and missed. Before the man could try to grab the girl again, Ichigo ran in-between the two of them. The men glowered at Ichigo. "Who're you? Do you know this broad?"

Ichigo calmly answered him, staring him with her clear brown eyes. "No, but that is irrelevant. If you truly love your country as you say" she paused for a second and continued, her stare hardening. "Then why do you abuse women and children?" While she was saying this, his short temper had blown once again. He started to pull out his sword and pointed it at Ichigo. She quickly drew her sword to block the attack, but just before their blades could meet, Saito used the back of his sword to bring the man to the floor. He then turn to his men and told them to take him back to headquarters.

No sooner were the soldiers gone, Saito turned to Ichigo and frowned at her. "That was reckless of you; next time let me handle it". Ichigo sheathed her katana and apologised to the man. A few seconds later the young girl tapped Ichigo on her shoulder. Turning to face her, Ichigo was surprised to see a scowl on the girls face. The girl put her hands on her hips and told her not to be so headstrong in future. Ichigo was lost for words, she had expected Saito to tell her off but not the girl she had saved. In almost a blink of an eye the girl's demeanour changed entirely, and she thanked Ichigo for saving her.

At this point Ichigo was feeling slightly lost. Voicing her thoughts, she caused the girl to giggle slightly. She asked what her savers name was and said she would like to be friends. Ichigo gave a friendly bow and introduced herself and her sister, the girl responding in kind. The sisters and the newly introduced Sen shook hands. Sen apologised for having to leave so soon, saying how she hoped to see them again soon, turned and left, the two remaining girls turned to Saito and they resumed their patrol.

The next day the two girls were serving breakfast to the some of the captains, when Shinpachi and Sanosuke came in. Hijikata asked where Heisuke was Shinpachi just sighed and told Hijikata that he was probably still asleep. Hijikata groaned and Inoue turned to the girls.

"Can one of you go and wake Heisuke up?" He asked them, a small smile present on his gentle face. Ichigo nodded, stood up and headed for heisuke's room. She arrived in front of Heisuke's room and tapped on the door.

"Heisuke are you awake?" she called. After she had waited a few minutes she called out again "I'm coming in Heisuke". She opened the door and peeked through the door, to see Heisuke hugging his blanket, his arms and legs wrapped around it. Her face flushed scarlet, then after a couple of seconds, she slid the door open letting in the sunshine. "Get up or there will be no breakfast left". Ichigo said trying to hold back her blush. Not realising who it was, he slowly got up, stretched and opened his eyes. The moment he saw Ichigo's face, he jumped back in surprise. "Are you ok Heisuke?" Ichigo asked her blush having faded.

"Yeah can you just give me a couple minutes to get dressed" he replied while rubbing the back of his head. Ichigo's blush returned and she hurriedly closed the door and lent against the nearby wall. A few minutes later he came out of his room and the two of them walked back to the meeting room to get their breakfast.

Hijikata suddenly arrived from around the corner, to tell Kondou about the shinsengumi's new orders to protect the notice board, proclaiming that the Choshu clan were the enemy. The next day as Sanosuke was leaving to protect the notice board; Itou came into the room and said sarcastically "You know protecting the notice board is very important".

"Do you have a problem with the Shinsengumi's work?" Sanosuke glared at him. Itou just shook his head and walked away. As soon as he was out of range Shinpachi and Sanosuke turned to complain about Itou to the two sisters. Sanosuke's men arrived and he waved the girl's and Shinpachi goodbye, and the two girl's and Shinpachi wished him good luck, the girls carrying on with their cleaning.

Shortly after he left, Chizuru yawned and Ichigo grinned and ushered her sister of towards their room. Before they had turned the corner Shinpachi called out to them. "Goodnight Chizuru, goodnight strawberry". Chizuru smiled and gave him a sleepy a little wave, but Ichigo glared and threw her broom at him.

That night Sanosuke and his men were swept into a fight with the Choshu men trying to remove the notice board. They had managed to capture some of the men, until someone who looked a lot like Chizuru and Ichigo cut the ropes binding them. Sanosuke could only watch in shock as the girl and the Choshu men hurried away. For protecting the notice board, he received quite a bit of reward money, but he still couldn't get the girl out of his head. The next day, he invited all the captaining and the girls out for the evening with his reward money.

That evening the group were walking to the Shimabara bar where they would be dining, until Shinpachi ran ahead and everyone went in. Everyone was waiting for the food and drinks, and after a few minutes a beautiful geisha came in and introduced herself as Kimigiku. Chizuru and Ichigo both said that she looked very pretty. Kimigiku smiled as she looked around the room at its occupants. When her eyes reached the two girls however, her smile almost slipped slightly, but no-one seemed to notice.

After a few more minutes the food arrived and everyone started to eat and drink, apart for the three females in the room. Shinpachi turned to them and said with curiosity in his voice "Chizuru, strawberry you're not drinking?" Ichigo gave him a sweet smile and replied "I shouldn't but if you call me that again you'll be wearing that sake" causing most of the other captains to laugh into their cups.

After the men managed to compose themselves, Chizuru pointed accusingly at her sister, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "When has that ever stopped you?" Ichigo gave a small giggle as the others started laughing again. Heisuke glanced over at his friends, a smile still on his face. When his eyes saw how Sanosuke was staring at Chizuru, his smile turned into a frown in his confusion. Voicing his thoughts to the man, Sanosuke started slightly, as if he didn't even know he was staring. The red-haired man closed his eyes and put his cup down on the floor. The mood in the room suddenly changed, as Sanosuke turned to the girls and asked if either of them went out the night that the board was attacked.

Ichigo shook her head as Chizuru replied to his question. "No we didn't go out that evening; we are always at headquarters at night". Shinpachi looked over at his friend and asked, "What's with all the questions?" Sanosuke then explained that someone who looked just like the girls was there during the incident.

After he had finished Okita turn to Chizuru and asked, "Do you think that was the girl we saw while we were on patrol with Heisuke and your sister? I think her name was Kaoru Nagumo, she did look a lot like the two of you after all".

Ichigo nodded and looked at the younger Yukimura in worry. "That's not enough to go on right" she asked, concern in her eyes. Heisuke pointed out that he didn't think they looked at all alike, because they were wearing boy's clothes. Saito, who had remained quiet so far, said "Then I think we should have Chizuru and Ichigo dress in girl's clothes". The two of them looked at each other for a second, before blanching. Shinpachi and Heisuke jumped to their feet exclaiming that it was a great idea and asked Kimigiku to dress them in girl's clothes right away. Ichigo got up and tried to excuse herself and run away, but before she could Kimigiku grabbed her collar. The poor girl ended up having to be dragged away, unlike Chizuru who just followed the courtesan. Hijikata smiled at the antics of his captains and left to get some fresh air.

After a few minutes Chizuru came out and everyone was surprised at how she looked. They all agreed said she looked very pretty and she sat back down looking embarrassed but expectant. As the others settled down to wait for Ichigo to come through they realised that they could hear the sounds of muffled struggling from outside the door. After a few seconds Ichigo was shoved through the door, an exhausted looking Kimigiku following and blocking any attempt at escape. Seeing the looks of astonishment she was getting from the men, Ichigo's face turned a deeper red than Sanosuke's hair. Chizuru giggled slightly at the reactions to how her sister looked, stealing a glance at the youngest captain, knowing how he was starting to have feelings for her.

The man in question was frozen in awe. Heisuke had always thought that she was very pretty, but he didn't think in his wildest dreams that she would be so... "Beautiful" Heisuke whispered to himself, not knowing that the two surrounding him had heard. Sanosuke and Shinpachi shot an amused look at each other and then grinned at the boy between them.

Saito turned to Sanosuke and asked him in his normal monotone "so do they look the same?" The spear-wielder put his hand on his chin and grinned. "I don't know they look so pretty that I just can't tell". After the last word left his mouth the girl's both flushed even darker and Heisuke simply nodded. Shinpachi stood up to give his input (and hopefully wake Heisuke up). "I knew that Chizuru was going to be pretty, but our little strawberry is even prettier".

After the words came out of his mouth, Heisuke snapped out of the daze he was in and Ichigo shouted at them to all to stop and ran off crying. When she ran into the next room she saw Hijikata, and he turned to look at her. He gave her a confused look and asked "Ichigo is that you?" Before he got an answer she ran off again, still crying.

Heisuke ran out of the room a few minutes later, as she turned into the hallway. He ran up to Hijikata and asked him what way Ichigo went. Hijikata just pointed to the hallway and the younger man pelted past him, barely managing to throw thanks to him. When he finally saw Ichigo, she had been surrounded by several drunks who thought she was one of the girl's who worked in the district. Heisuke swore under his breathe as he ran between the drunks and the petrified girl. Seeing him arrive seemed to make them lose interest in Ichigo, as they soon wandered of elsewhere.

"Are you okay Ichigo?" Heisuke asked her in concern, turning to face the young girl. She slowly shook her head and Heisuke felt his heart drop when he noticed the tears dropping from her eyes. Wordlessly she stepped forwards and, in the way a child does to reassure themselves, gripped the edge of her sleeve. The young man reached out and pulled the crying girl into his arms, hugging her tight until her sobs began to quieten down. Leaning back to look at her face her gave her a gentle smile, almost sighing in relief when she gave him a tentative one back.

"Bit better now?" He asked, subconsciously rubbing her arms. Ichigo nodded slightly feeling happier now that Heisuke was there. "Want to go back to the others?" He queried watching as she thought about it for a moment.

Ichigo rubbed her eyes and looked up at him. "Can we go home Heisuke? I don't want the others, especially Chizuru, to see me like this" she admitted quietly. Heisuke simply nodded and, taking her hand, lead her back to the Shinsengumi headquarters.


	9. Chapter 8

Heisuke had been thinking about Ichigo a lot lately he didn't seem to know why.

"She must be having a hard time" Heisuke sighed and lent against a wall. "Well she was attacked by furies and has to live with a bunch of guys, and the only girl she seems to see is her sister" he reasoned to himself. Heisuke wasn't sure if the others had noticed, but she seemed upset and her smile just seemed to always be fake lately.

"I want to cheer her up somehow" he thought to himself, so he put it upon himself to go see how she was doing. He looked around until he found the young girl. Ichigo was sitting alone on the porch watching the sky. She looked sad so he decided that he was going to talk to her, until Kondou approached her, offering some oranges to her. She just gave him a soft smile and reached up to accept the treat. It was really cute and it was good to see her smile, but he didn't think a few oranges were enough to truly cheer her up. Heisuke walked back to his room to try and think of something that would make her happy again.

After a few minutes Heisuke an idea. The sword she carries around with her is important to her and since she was a practical girl, maybe if he taught her how to clean and take care of it properly it might put a smile on her face. With that in mind, he grabbed wooden toolbox from the room and set off to find her, until Saito came from behind and asked if he could have the toolbox back. The younger male tried to tell him that he still needed the tools, but it was in vain, he just said he needed them and promptly took the box from Heisuke's hands and walked off. It was kind of odd, so he decided followed Saito discreetly. It was a good thing he did, as Saito went up to Ichigo, who was eating one of the oranges that Kondou gave her, and asked her for her sword. When she asked him why with confusion clear on her face, he brought the tool kit out from behind his back and explained that he was going to show her how to take care of her sword properly. As she listened and watched Saito intently, Heisuke's heart stung a little. He sighed and stepped back, watching her in her lessons with Saito.

After Saito was gone, Heisuke was about to approach Ichigo when Yamazaki came around the corner. He asked her for some help and Heisuke knew she wouldn't say no to that request. As Heisuke watched from round the corner Ichigo's eyes lit up and her voice sounded excited as she agreed. Yamasaki tried to apologise for giving her work she just shook her head and said in a very happy voice, "I'm just happy to help".

A few minutes later Heisuke was trying think of away to make her happy and saw her knew that sitting around made her sad. He couldn't exactly invite her on a walk, since she not allowed to freely leave headquarters. In the end Heisuke just scratched his head in frustration. He kept trying to think of a way to put a smile on her face, until he heard Okita talking to Ichigo. He asked her if she wanted to go on rounds with him, she nodded and the two walked off. Heisuke sighed and turned away. "They look like a nice couple" he thought to himself. Not even a second after he thought that, his heart felt as if a heavy weight had descended on it. His hands clenched into fists and he whirled around, aiming to relieve his sudden anger through training.

When he had exhausted himself through training, he had an idea. Maybe if he could dig up some information on Ichigo's father that would make her happy, seeing as they hadn't found anything yet. He hurried out of the training hall and had nearly made it to the front gates before he started to slow down. It had taken Heisuke until then to realise that he had no clue where to start. So he kept thinking until he had another idea. He would tell her that she could come to him whenever she needed to vent her thoughts and feelings. He continued towards the entrance and waited for her and Okita to get back. When two of them came back Heisuke was about to walk up to Ichigo, when he heard Hijikata shout at Okita. "Better stay back and watch this one" he thought to himself. If he went between them he was afraid that fists would start flying. Hijikata told Okita to go back to his room. Okita walked off grumbling and Ichigo bowed and apologized to Hijikata. He turned his back to her and told her that "if you ever need to talk just come to me". She smiled and thanked him, looking just as surprised as Heisuke was. At that moment his heart felt like it was in a vice.

After almost driving himself insane he finally decided to talk to Sanosuke. "What's the best way to cheer someone...a girl up?" He cautiously asked his friend, hoping that he wasn't too obvious about who he was asking for. There was no way in hell he was going to tell him this was all for Ichigo, he'd never let him live it down. Shinpachi butted in, thinking Heisuke was asking for one of the geisha girls in the red light district, only to be told to shut up. Heisuke was sure that his muscular friend was the last person anyone should get advice on girls from, and if he did take his advice Ichigo would probably kill Heisuke. Sanosuke finally spoke and told him to try buying a fancy hairpin. Heisuke thanked Sano and rushed out the door.

It was a lovely day and the snow was falling lightly. Heisuke was running through town to find Ichigo a hairpin that she would like. If it would put a smile on her face it would make him happy. Knowing that she preferred things to be simple, he started searching the stores.

When he finally got back to headquarters, the sun had already set. In Heisuke's hand was a small cherry blossom hairpin he had found. He was just outside Ichigo's room when he realized a flaw in his gift. She has to stay dressed like a man. Then he heard a familiar voice in Ichigo's room. It was Sannan. Heisuke know it was rude but he peeked inside. At the sight that greeted him, he slapped his hand over his mouth and he felt his heart stop. Sannan and Ichigo were seated together in her room. In her hand was a very expensive looking hairpin. She seemed to have gladly accepted the hairpin. Heisuke quietly slipped away back to his room. When he reached his destination he sighed and put the hairpin he'd bought inside his table drawer. He was completely out of ideas. His defeat was complete.

It was finally dinner. Heisuke gave a sad sigh, after all that running around he didn't do a single thing for Ichigo. Suddenly he heard her voice next to him. When he turned to look at her, he noticed that she was looking at him in concern. She asked him if he was feeling alright. Heisuke gave her a grin and nodded. He couldn't exactly tell her he was feeling down because he didn't know how to help her after all. Ichigo looked at him like she came to a decision. A moment later she slid her untouched fish on to Heisuke's plate and told him that he could have it. Heisuke tried to put it back on her plate, but she insisted that he have it and told him to "cheer up soon Heisuke".

He knew then that he was in love with her. That the pangs in his heart he felt whenever he saw her smiling with the others was his jealousy. He also knew that he couldn't tell her how he felt, but he hoped one day she could wear this hairpin.
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It was a lovely day and Ichigo was out on a walk with Heisuke. The streets were packed with people as it was almost New Year's. Heisuke was saying that he wished everyone could just relax. Suddenly the two of them heard the unmistakable sounds of a fight. Heisuke pushed his way through the crowd to try and stop the fight, Ichigo following him as best she could. When Ichigo finally got to the front of the crowd, Heisuke and the man were already fighting. Ichigo was about to step in to help, when a pair of hands grabbed her shoulders. She turned around to find Sanosuke and Shinpachi holding her shoulders firmly. Sanosuke gave her a smile and shook his head and the two men let go of her (her glaring at Shinpachi might have had something to do with it though).

After a few moments the fight was over. Heisuke turned to see the three of them standing among the crowd, the two men looking amused and Ichigo looking a little worried. Heisuke winced and turned around to see a completely smashed shop. The young captain grabbed his head in frustration and quickly moved to start helping the shop owner clear up the mess. Ichigo was about to help him, when the two men behind her gabbed her arms and pulled her off, leaving Heisuke to clear up the wreckage on his own.

When Heisuke finally got back to the headquarters, he was pulled off by Hijikata. Shinpachi, Sanosuke and Ichigo decided to follow the two of them. The three could hear Hijikata from around the corner, and then they heard a loud smack. The three of them decided to go back to what they were doing before they were hurt as well.

Later that day Ichigo found Heisuke sitting on a beach rubbing his head. Looking up to see her, he gestured for her to join him. When she sat next to him, he turned his head to face her. "I didn't do anything wrong" he sighed and continued "I just know if Hijikata was in that situation he would send fists flying". The girl next to him only giggled in response. Shinpachi and Sanosuke walked up to the two of them. Heisuke glared at them and, after they tried to comfort him, asked "why didn't you guys stop me?"

Sanosuke laughed and spoke up while still chuckling. "That's impossible once you start there's no stopping your".

Then Shinpachi decided to speak. "That's what makes you master forerunner". Ichigo put her hand on her chin and asked what a master forerunner was. Shinpachi and Sanosuke explained that a master forerunner was a man respected for his courage. Ichigo turned and smiled at Heisuke, who was giving a huge grin, which soon turn to a pout when Shinpachi said "Heisuke gets too worked up and ends things in failure, he's hardly a master of anything when Hijikata runs him through".

Ichigo turned to Heisuke and told him that she and her sister would cook them a feast, causing his eyes to light up. She shot Shinpachi a smug look saying that the muscular man seemed so full of energy, that he couldn't possibly want any of the dinner the girls would make, making the man splutter in indignation while the other two roared with laughter. Ichigo put her hand back on her chin and, after a moments thought, suggested duck soup. Heisuke jumped up and told her he know a great place to get some ducks. He grabbed Ichigo's hand and pulled her away, ignoring the crimson spreading across her cheeks, as well as the still shocked Shinpachi behind them.

After a few minters of walking, they arrived at a pond just outside of town. Ichigo turned to Heisuke to ask him what he was going to do, but before she could Heisuke jumped into the pond trying to catch a duck but instead splashing water everywhere. After about 10 minutes Heisuke had managed to catch a couple of ducks. Ichigo seemed impressed and congratulated him, making Heisuke blush with embarrassment.

After the two got back, Ichigo went to find Chizuru so they could make dinner. After a while, the girls brought out the meal they prepared. The girls insisted that Heisuke was the first one to try it, since he caught the ducks. He almost jumped for joy at the taste, and everyone else started to dig in. It seemed to be a peaceful dinner until, Heisuke and Shinpachi grabbed onto the same piece of meat. Ichigo tried to ask them to stop, but they seemed to be in their own little world, the two kept pulling the meat back and forth between them, until it slipped out of their chopsticks. Unluckily for them Hijikata walked in at just the wrong time, and the piece of duck smacked him right on the forehead. Hijikata face filled with rage which was aimed right at Heisuke who kept trying to think of excuses. Ichigo tried to tell him that he was making it worse but before she could Hijikata punched Heisuke on the head.

The next day Shinpachi, Sanosuke and Ichigo were watching Heisuke train with his men. Out of the corners of their eyes, they saw Itou doing the same thing as them. All three of them glared at him. He finally walked off and Sanosuke said something about Itou steeling men for his faction. The young girl stayed silent, a sense of unease in her heart.

A few days later the spear-wielder, Shinpachi and Heisuke were walking through the Shimabara hallway towards their rooms. Heisuke was lagging behind the two bigger men looking downcast. He thought back to the meeting a few a days ago, where Ichigo volunteered to dress as a geisha (she also asked for Chizuru to stay at headquarters, as she would worry about Chizuru and blow their cover). "Is she really going to be okay? She's going to pouring drinks for drunks, winning their favour" Heisuke muttered to himself out loud. The two older males turned back, looking at him in confusion, until Sanosuke smiled and said "We'll leave Ichigo to you". The two of then walked off chuckling, leaving an apprehensive Heisuke behind.

Ichigo was in her room just finishing her makeup when heisuke came bursting in. She turned blushing (hoping he couldn't see it under her makeup). Heisuke when seeing Ichigo in geisha clothes again froze. Then after a couple seconds, he sat down next to her. He avoided making eye contact with her as she poured him some sake. The girl looked up at him in confusion and asked him what was wrong. Heisuke said that it was nothing, but she was persistent and asked "then why aren't you looking at me?"

"Umm it's just that you look so pretty and you're serving other guys too". Heisuke stumbled over his words, only confusing the girl even more. At that moment he shot up and shot out of the door, turning back to Ichigo to tell her he would ask Kondou and Hijikata to let her out of doing this. In a second he was gone, leaving a flabbergasted Ichigo behind. Ichigo stepped out of the room to get some air, only for a cold shiver to go down her neck. She inwardly cursed and turned to find Kazama standing right behind her.

He gave her a small predatory grin and asked her to bring some sake to the room they were standing in front of. He then turned his head towards a noisy room. "I'm tired of there noise so I slipped off from the group" he explained, narrowing his eyes towards the room. Ichigo was still standing there, hoping that Heisuke would re-appear and help her. Kazama's eyes narrowed and he told her to hurry up.

After a few minutes, Ichigo returned and apologized to Kazama, saying that the sake would be there in a moment. He smiled at her again, and said "It's rare to see a geisha who does not speak with a thick ascent". Ichigo inwardly swore again, and tried to come up with an excuse, but Kazama found a comeback for everyone. While Ichigo was trying to think of another excuse, Kazama decided he'd had enough. "How bout we stop this game now, Ichigo Yukimura".

Ichigo let her anger show as she replied "So you saw through my disguise then". Kazama's eyes narrowed as he put his hand under Ichigo's chin and pulled her close to his lips. Turning her head, he whispered in her ear "I'm glad I chose you your appearance is befitting of my wife". Pulling back slightly, his smile grew at the fury growing on her face. Ichigo tried to push him away shouting at him. "I'm not your wife". She cried as she struggled to get away from the blond-haired demon. Kazama watched her actions and pulled her in closer. The door suddenly slid open and Sen entered the room. Hitting Kazama on his head with a fan, Ichigo was now free from his grip. Sen told her to run and so she did, blessing Sen's timing. After a bit of running she arrived in front of the room where the ronin were, she took a deep breath and walked in.

Finally Heisuke managed to get back to headquarters. He slide a door open to reveal Chizuru, Kondou and Hijikata. "I'm telling you making Ichigo do this doesn't feel right" Heisuke shouted at Hijikata. He pushed and then continued "Ichigo looked so pretty there's no way she's going to be safe serving those scum".

"Don't shout, Ichigo volunteered to do this it's her decision". Hijikata replied calmly. Heisuke and replied still very angry, "what are you going to do if something happens to her?" Hijikata scowled at him and answered him, trying very hard to stay calm, "It is your job to make sure that does not happen". He then asked why Heisuke was there. Heisuke didn't say a word. Kondou spoke saying that he thought it was a bad idea. He then asked Hijikata to go check on her. Heisuke shot up and told them he was going to go ahead of them.

Chizuru, who had remained quiet throughout the entire argument, turned to the commander and vice-commander. "Is my sister really going to be alright?" she asked the men, worry and a small amount of panic in her voice.

Heisuke ran as fast as he could back to Shimabara. He ran straight back to the room he left ichigo in, but she was not there. Heisuke started to panic, until he heard a noise. It sounded a bit like Yamazaki. Heisuke ran up the steers to find Yamazaki fighting some men. Heisuke filled with rage after hearing that the men were after Ichigo. He jumped in to help Yamazaki. After a few minutes all the thugs lay unconscious on the ground. "where is Ichigo?" He asked Yamazaki in an angry voice. Yamazaki replied by pointing to the entrance. Heisuke quickly thanked him and ran off to the entrance.

Ichigo was standing there by herself. Seeing Heisuke coming towards her she turned to him smiling. Heisuke gave her a relived smile and walked up to her. The young man suddenly hugged her surprising the girl at his sudden affection. He just as suddenly let go of her, stammering an apology as his face turned scarlet. When they had calmed down slightly, he turned to her, extended his hand and said her "let's get you back to headquarters". Ichigo nodded and took his hand.

The pair started walking down the street, until Ichigo tripped. Luckily for her Heisuke caught her, she thanked him and stepped forwards. "Ow" she gasped quietly as her foot flared up in pain. Noticing her wince, Heisuke turned to her and asked "can I see your foot for a second?" She tried insisting that it was fine, but he frowned at her. "You just said ow so it's not fine" he scolded her as he knelt down by her foot. Flushing, Ichigo looked away, but allowed him to lift her foot. Heisuke gave her a smile and fixed her shoe. She thanked him still a little embarrassed as he stood back up and grabbed her hand, and said "let's go". It looked like he was dragging her but she was just having trouble walking in her shoes.

They were almost at the gates when a man stopped them and asked "where are you taking that geisha?" Heisuke frowned at the man and replied "she's not geisha". The man seemed confused. "How can you say that? Whatever way I look at her she a beautiful Shimabara geisha" Heisuke panicked "there's a good explanation for this I swear". The man only laughed. "I'm sure there is a good reason for the interaction between every man and woman, if you wish to buy this geisha you can but you…". Heisuke interrupted the man before he could finish what he was saying, blushing a deep red, "you want me to buy her? What are you talking about?"

People had started to gather around the three of them. Ichigo slid a little closer to Heisuke. As the crowd grew a little angrier, her fear grew as well. Heisuke took one look at the panicked look on her face and promptly lost his temper. Pushing the man in front of them back, he pulled Ichigo into his arms so that he was carrying her bridle style and started running.

They had nearly reached the headquarters before Heisuke slowed down. Looking down, he finally realised that he was still carrying Ichigo. After he gently put her down, the pair was engulfed in an awkward silence. "I'm sorry" the man whispered, barely even able to face the girl in front of him. Ichigo shook her head and peeked at him. Noticing him watching her, the warmth on her face grew, but she smiled at him anyway. "Thank you" she murmured to him, making him smile in relief. The pair then began to walk the rest of the way back home.

After they arrived at headquarters, Heisuke asked Ichigo if she had been alright, when Okita popped out of nowhere. Smirking at the two of them, he turned and walked off again. "Don't get the wrong idea Okita". Heisuke called to the older swordsman, but by that time he was already gone. The two of them heard more footsteps. It was some of the soldiers in the Shinsengumi. Heisuke, in his panic, pushed Ichigo into an empty room to hide her. As he slid the door shut the men walked through the open gates. As they did they bowed to Heisuke and kept walking. After they were out of sight heisuke slide the door open again, to see a slightly dazed Ichigo sitting on the floor, holding her head. Wincing slightly he helped the concussed girl to her feet and walked her to her room. When they got there, Heisuke sheepishly explained the situation to a very bemused Chizuru, who shooed the captain away so she could take care of her sister.

The next day Heisuke had a meeting with Itou. The man was scolding him for what happened last night. Heisuke apologised to him and left. On is way back home, Heisuke took a walk down by the river bank to think. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted a small leaf boat spinning in the river. It seemed to be a lot like him, not being able to find the right path. Heisuke soon sent the bout down the river and watched it go down the stream.

A few days later a recovered Ichigo had just finished getting dressed, when she heard Heisuke calling for her. She slid her door open to see a fresh blanket of snow had fallen. Grinning widely, she ran out to play in the snow with Heisuke. The two of them had been running around for a while, when Shinpachi and Sanosuke came outside. Shinpachi shook his head at the antics of the snow-covered pair and said in a patronising way "I can't believe you're playing in the snow when it's so cold out".

Heisuke grinned at his friend and shot back "that's only because you spend the whole year practically naked". Shinpachi closed his eyes as he started to show off his muscles with pride and replied "ha it would be sinful to hide". As he was saying that, Ichigo threw a snowball at his chest, which made him jump around.

Heisuke and Ichigo couldn't stop laughing, even Sanosuke was laughing a little. Shinpachi growled and ran out onto the snow, Sanosuke following him. "I'm gonna get you strawberry" Shinpachi told the girl with a happy, but mock angry voice. Ichigo's eye narrowed and she growled at him. "Bring it on" she smirked at him. The two of them glared at each other, then jumped to make snowballs with their partners. Then snowballs started flying everywhere. Shinpachi suddenly threw one at Ichigo and Heisuke that missed them entirely. When Ichigo realized what his plan was, she ran away from the tree they were against as fast as she could. Before she could worn Heisuke the snowball hit the tree, knocking the snow off it and covering the him.

When he popped out of the snow a nasty surprise was there. It was Hijikata who pointed to the wall which was filled with holes and snow. The snow-covered teen tried to explain by pointing to Shinpachi, but he was already the other side of tree hidden from Hijikata's view. Sanosuke was holding Ichigo back to stop her trying to help Heisuke. They all knew what was coming, as Hijikata made a fist and punched Heisuke on the head.


	11. Chapter 10

A few days later, the two sisters were on patrol with Okita he seem a little jealous that Itou hadn't asked him to join him. "Would you go if he invited you?" Ichigo asked the man, watching as Chizuru stiffened slightly. Okita just laughed and carried on walking in front of them. "Of course" he shot back to them, smirking as the look of shock on the pairs faces. He continued talking while he walked ahead of the frozen girls, "and maybe I'll kill him too". Chizuru scowled and ran after him to tell him off. Ichigo grinned to herself. "They make a nice couple" she thought quickening her pace to catch up to them.

When she caught up to the pair, Okita had started to violently cough. Ichigo quickly ran up to help but by the time she got there his coughing had lessened. Assuring the two girls that he was fine now, Okita stood up and gestured for them to continue with him on the patrol.

That night, Ichigo and Chizuru were fast asleep, until Chizuru head loud footsteps from outside. She turned to Ichigo and started shaking her to wake her up. Waking up she was more than a little annoyed and grumpily asked her sister what the matter was. Chizuru just pointed to a shadowy figure outside their room. "Who's there?" Ichigo asked in an annoyed voice, sitting up as she rubbed her eyes. The door slid open to reveal a fury, his eyes filled with madness.

The girls scrambled to their feet and Chizuru screamed as he stepped closer. Ichigo stood between the man and Chizuru as he drew his sword. Lunging forwards he slid the blade down Ichigo's arm. Stumbling back with a cry of pain, Ichigo clutched her arm as blood spilled down her arm. As the fury was about to swing his sword again, a glimmer of light caught their eye's. Before the girl's eyes the fury fell to the ground, Hijikata standing behind the body. As blood dripped of his sword, he shouted for the girls to get behind him. Chizuru was by his side in a second, fear giving her speed. Ichigo started to hurry towards them when something grabbed her leg, pulling her onto the floor. She looked behind her to see the still alive fury pulling her towards him. She let out a bloodcurdling scream as the other captains and Kondou rushed into the room.

Heisuke shot towards them, burying his sword into the furies heart. As Sanan was apologizing for letting fury out of his sight, Heisuke wrapped an arm around the shaking Ichigo's shoulders. Flinching slightly she looked up at the male who gave her a comforting smile. Stifling a small sob, she lent against his chest. The two of them tuned back into the others in the room, as Sanan looked down at the fury, sadness clear on his face. He walked up to Chizuru and Ichigo and apologized to the two of them. He turned to face Ichigo and asked her if she was ok. "I'm fine" she replied, standing up as Heisuke released her. The bespectacled man touched a hand to her injury to have a closer look.

When he looked at the crimson on his hand, he started to scream in pain, his hair turning a snow-white. He looked at the blood on his hand and started to lap it up like a dog, a drop of blood running down his face. Sanan straightened up, looking for more blood until his eyes fell on Ichigo. Cackling slightly to himself he started to walk towards a terrified Ichigo. As Heisuke moved between them, the rest of the men started to draw their weapons. Sanan suddenly stopped, his hair turned back to brown. When he looked up at the others he seemed confused.

After a moments stunned silence, they all heard loud footsteps coming towards the room. It was Itou complaining about the noise. When his head turned to see the dead fury, his face filled with fear. As he stepped back Kondou tried to calm him down and began ushering him back to his room. While that was happening Hijikata turned to the girl's and told them to stay in his room for the night.

When Ichigo woke up, Chizuru had already left. Ichigo sat up and looked at the wound she had gotten the night before. Somehow it had completely healed overnight. Swallowing slightly, she wrapped a new bandage on it to avoid suspicion. Ichigo slid open the door and nearly walked into Itou. When she stepped back, the girl noticed the smug look on his face as he turned to look behind. Heisuke and Saito were both standing there. Ichigo raised an eyebrow in confusion. Her eyes met Heisuke's, only for him to quickly turn his head to avoid her gaze. Itou then called the two captains and they walked off, following him. Ichigo decided to go to the meeting room to see what was going on, and why Heisuke was acting strangely.

When she arrived at the meeting room, everyone seemed to be upset. She went up to Shinpachi and Sanosuke and asked what was going on. "Heisuke and Saito are leaving with Itou" Shinpachi replied with a very angry voice. Ichigo couldn't believe what she had just heard, and she walked off to look for them. On the way out she bumped in to Yamazaki. When she asked him if he had seen Saito and Heisuke, a scowl appeared on his face as he mentioned their names. Noticing his annoyance, she quickly turned to leave, when he reached out, grabbed her sleeve and said "I saw Heisuke and Saito go that way". Ichigo bowed and thanked him and ran off to find them.

She soon found them near the front gates. Ichigo called out to them and Heisuke and Saito turned to face her. Heisuke looked a little happier than before. "I imagined we'd see you before we left. If you have something to say then say it" Saito spoke up. Ichigo nodded, all she wanted to know they were leaving the Shinsengumi. When she asked, Heisuke merely scratched the side of his nose and replied "Itou and I are from the same school and the only reason he joined the Shinsengumi is because I invited him so I feel kinda obligated to stick with him". Heisuke had always been kind so that was no surprise, there was no way a man like Heisuke could abandon Itou, the girl thought to herself. Even knowing that, Ichigo still wanted him to stay. "But that means you'll leave everyone else behind... You might not ever get to see them again". As she said those words a small tear fell down the side of her cheek. She turned her head to look at Saito and asked him the same, could he just give up on his friends to further his own dreams. He nodded say that his and Kondou's views were never the same.

Ichigo knew in her heart that it was no use, but she still had to try. Saito soon left, his mind was made up there was nothing Ichigo could to do to change it. As he left Heisuke's eyes followed him as he walked off. Ichigo turned to heisuke and asked "do you feel the same why?" He screwed his face up in frustration. Instead of answering, he asked her if she wanted to go to the courtyard. He wasn't avoiding the question precisely; he just wanted to buy some time to think about his response. Ichigo simply nodded.

After a few minutes the two arrived at the courtyard. Heisuke sat down on a bench and Ichigo lowered herself next to him. He began to talk about how he didn't think Itou's views were wrong, at least not completely wrong at least. "Not wrong" and "trustworthy" where two very different things the girl beside him thought. Ichigo started to open her mouth to ask why he was leaving, but one look at him told her that her question would soon be answered. Heisuke looked up at the sky and opened his mouth. "The emperor ... the shogun, who's right and who's wrong, I don't think we'll really know who had right idea until it's all over". He told her that he felt he could do something good for country with Itou.

Ichigo understood his decision but her heart still felt like a cold twisted lump in her chest. Still she didn't want to let him just go without saying something. She turned to face him. "I wanted you to know that I...I wanted to stay with you a little longer Heisuke". She looked down at her folded hands, trying to hold her tears back. Heisuke smiled slightly and reached out a hand. Gently holding her chin in his fingers, he lifted her face so that her eyes met his. "Yeah ...thanks. It's nice to know you feel like that". He paused for a second and let go of her; both of them were blushing lightly. "I mean I'd be lying if I said I'm not gonna be sad to leave you, but that ...uh...doesn't mean that, um". Heisuke looked away as his blush increased. "Look this is hard for both of us okay? But it's something I gotta do. I'm a man too."

Ichigo smiled, she was still sad but she understood. She was glad that she wasn't the only one who would feel the loneliness of being apart. For some reason, knowing that made her feel happier. Heisuke turned, smiled and thanked her for everything. Ichigo thanked him for telling her how he really felt. He was relieved to hear that. A thought suddenly struck him. He rubbed the back of head and apologized to her, for not being able to help her look for her father. She simply shook her head and told him that it was fine and to be careful. The man stood up and thumped his chest and promised that he wouldn't throw his life away.

Waving his final goodbye to the girl, Heisuke ran off to catch up to Saito. As he moved away from her, he could feel the small stabling pain of the hairpin in his pocket jabbing into his leg. It was a welcome distraction from the pain in his chest.

A while later, Chizuru walked into the courtyard. She had been looking for her sister ever since Okita told her about Heisuke and Saito leaving. Looking around she spotted the older girl sitting on the lone bench. Moving forward, she was just about to call to the other girl, when she jerked to a stop upon seeing her face. Ichigo had her hands clasped against her heart, tears flowing down her pale cheeks.
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The loss of Heisuke and Saito had devastated the whole Shinsengumi, but Ichigo felt as if the loss of Heisuke was tearing her slowly apart. Chizuru did everything she could to try and put a smile back on the older Yukimura's face, but although she still carried on with her chores and gave her sister the occasional smile, it was always with a faint air of sadness.

One day after the sun had set and Ichigo and Chizuru were in their room, Hijikata knocked on the door to tell them that they had a visitor. The girls were confused, Chizuru more than her downcast sister, but the pair followed Hijikata to the room mostly used for meetings. As the three of them arrived, the girl's heard a familiar friendly voice. Chizuru's face lit up upon seeing the brown-haired Sen sat in front of the captains and intrigued Sannan. As Ichigo gave a small smile and moved to sit next to her younger sister, she noticed the woman seated next to Sen. Sen soon explained that the woman sat next to her was called Kimigiku and was her bodyguard. Her answer just seemed to make more questions, so after a few seconds Chizuru asked Sen why she had come to see them.

"I've come to take the two of you away with me" Sen replied seriously, looking the two girls firmly in the eyes. Chizuru seem even more confused and Ichigo lifted her head slightly, frowning slightly at the brunettes words. Sen and Kimigiku just insisted that the girls come with them, not seeming to want to discus their reasons in the present company.

"Why should we go with you?" Ichigo replied quietly, surprising the others in the room at how different she seemed. After Ichigo's words come out of her mouth, Shinpachi spoke up in agreement (for once). Finally Sen gave in, deciding to reveal both her secret, and the sibling's unknown secret.

She started by asking the girls if they were familiar with Chikage Kazama. Ichigo's face turned bitter and her sister and the men of the Shinsengumi inwardly sighed with relief. They were glad to see the emotion on her face. While it might not be a pleasant sight to see, it brought colour back to the girl's pale skin. Sen confessed that Kazama was a demon and that she and her guard were demons as well. She even admitted to being the princess of the main demon clan in Yase.

Hijikata's eyes narrowed as he recognised the woman in front of him. Ichigo and Shinpachi just seemed confused until Harada pointed out that the woman was in fact Kimigiku the beautiful geisha from Shimabara. Sen continued about the demons past with humans and how the remaining demons were mainly in hiding and that the Yukimura clan were nearly entirely destroyed over a decade ago. Ichigo and Chizuru couldn't quite understand what Sen was implying.

"The two of you are demons" Sen spoke after a few seconds, her words bringing a cold silence to the room. The girls had no desire to believe her story, but the more they thought back to the events that seemed utterly nonsensical, the more it made sense. Now they know why their wounds healed so much quicker than anyone else.

Suddenly Sen winced and looked at Ichigo. "If Ichigo is indeed the descendant of a pure blooded demon, then Kazama's desire for her is clear" she paused for a second then continued, "if two pure blooded demons mate, they produce an even more powerful child".

"So...he wants her for his bride?" Kondou asked Sen, frowning when she nodded. All eyes in the room turned to the mentioned girl. Ichigo sat frozen in place, eyes twitching for a moment, before she leapt to her feet and started to pace along the edge of the room, muttering what sounded suspiciously like threats to Kazama's life under her breath. Seeing her sudden burst of fiery attitude made her friends and family smile again. The Ichigo they knew was well on her way back.

Smile fading, Sen told the Shinsengumi that Kazama will return and that if he lost his patience in taking Ichigo, that he might turn his attention to Chizuru instead. She also told them that he had not been using his full strength, he was just playing with them and if he were to use his full strength the Shinsengumi would not be able to protect the girls. The captains argued against the idea that they might not be strong enough, while Ichigo swore that she would never let Kazama lay a hand on her beloved sister. Hijikata turned to the girls and told them that they could go if they wanted. The other men argued until Kondou turned and told the girl's that they could go to the sister's room to talk amongst themselves and decide what they wanted to do.

The moment that the three girls were alone, Sen completely relaxed. She apologised for all the trouble. The two girls told her that she had no need to be sorry and that they were grateful for her concern. Sen smiled and tentatively asked what the sister's answer was. The two girls looked at each other and came to a decision. They thanked Sen for her offer but politely declined.

"Even if I told Chizuru to go with you, I doubt she'd listen" Ichigo joked, grinning at the look of indignation her sister shot her. Sen laughed before her smile turned sly. Staring at each girl in turn, she asked if there was any reason they wished to stay. The girls nodded Sen's smile broadened.

"One of those gentlemen perhaps" The demon princess asked innocently, giggling as the sisters eyes went wide and their face's went bright red. When the girls calmed down, Chizuru nodded her head to answer Sen's question. Sen wrapped her arms around Chizuru in an excited hug and Ichigo snorted something that, to the other girl's ears, sounded a lot like Okita. Ichigo stilled as the younger demons turned to face her, waiting for her answer to Sen's question. Ichigo looked down at her hands, deep in thought. She knew that she liked Heisuke, she felt happy and safe when he was near and lonely when he wasn't, but did that really mean she liked him enough to stay. At the thought of leaving with Sen and never having the chance to see him again, her heart clenched leaving her mind no doubt as to her feelings for the swordsman. Looking up at the expectant faces before her, she nodded. Chizuru and Sen didn't have to ask who was on the girls mind. Sen smiled at her friends before standing and extending her hands to the two in front of her. "That being the case, I couldn't possibly tell the two of you to leave" she mock-complained, sticking her tongue out at the pair of sisters.

After the laughter had faded, the three girls returned to the meeting room. Kondou walked up to the girls and asked if they had reached a decision. Before either of them could speak, Sen stepped forward. "After some discussion, we have decided to keep things as they are" she told him, only a trace of disappointment in her voice. After her words had sunk in the captains rushed towards the girls happy that they were going to stay. The two girls thanked the captains for letting them stay. Sen took Chizuru's and Ichigo's hands and told the two of them to be careful. Sen gave the girls one last warm smile, and then Sen and Kimigiku were gone. After that the captains began to disperse, although Ichigo noticed that Okita shot Chizuru one last look out of the corner of his eye as he left.

The girls went back to their room to finally get some sleep, the door slid open. Shimada burst through the door panting slightly and the girls scrambled to their feet. When the girls asked what was happing he told them that Kazama was attacking. Ichigo grabbed her sword and was about to walk outside when a hand gripped her shoulder. "They're after you two, and I have orders to keep you safe here" the large man frowned at her. Before Ichigo could agree chizuru ran out the door, panic in her eyes. Ichigo told Shimada to go after her and that she would be fine on her own. He nodded and ran after Chizuru.

A few seconds later, someone walked through the door. When Ichigo turned her head to face him, her eyes went wide and they were filled with fear as the red-haired demon Amagiri stepped towards her. With a single arm, he lifted Ichigo off the ground as if she weighed no more than a pillow. Shifting the struggling girl into a better carrying position, he stepped through the door. He quickly moved unhindered to the back entrance, as the rest of the Shinsengumi had been drawn off by the commotion elsewhere. Ichigo thought about crying out for help but, almost as if he had read her mind, Amagiri spoke. "Stay silent and no one will be hurt" the man told her.

Amagiri was honourable enough, but she still couldn't trust him. He'd broken into the temple to kidnap Ichigo after all, hardly the actions of an honourable man. If she let him take her, she would probably never be able to escape. The moment they stepped out of the Nishi Hongwanji temple and into the street, Ichigo screamed at the top of her lungs for help. Amagiri moved his hand to cover her mouth, but it was too late.

Ichigo heard footsteps coming around the corner and managed to turn her head in their direction. When she saw who it was her eyes widened and relief and happiness filled her heart. Heisuke was definitely the last person she expected to see, but she couldn't have been happier. He would save her, Ichigo was sure of it.

When Heisuke's eyes met with Ichigo's, he was shocked. He turned his head to the one holding her. Heisuke's surprise turned to anger as he recognized Ichigo's captor. Heisuke took one look at the pleading look in her eyes and dived into action. Heisuke's sword shot out in a strike a normal swordsman would never be able to avoid, but Amagiri dodged it easily. Heisuke was shocked to see his attack fail; it just made him more frustrated. He brought his sword down in a powerful chop, and then jerked it back up for a second strike. Amagiri dodged both. Ichigo suddenly realized the reason he was so frustrated. It wasn't because he was missing; it was he couldn't hit Amagiri without possibly hurting Ichigo as well.

Heisuke suddenly leapt forward again his sword slicing the air in front of him. Ichigo tried to help Heisuke by moving her limbs, getting in the way of Amagiri's movement. She had almost managed it, when he pushed her back into the position she was in before. Waiting for Heisuke's next strike, she tried again. This time she twisted herself fully between Amagiri and Heisuke's sword, the demons surprise caused him to hesitate for no more than a second, but that second was all that was needed. Heisuke's sword dug into Amagiri's arm, blood splattering onto the street with a hiss. Amagiri pulled back instinctively, dropping the Ichigo as he did. She quickly stood up and ran behind Heisuke. Amagiri began to move towards them, when they heard whispers from somewhere nearby. They looked up to see people gathering in the street, their interest piqued by the fight. As more people arrived, Amagiri quickly retreated and Heisuke sheathed his sword.

Ichigo threw her arms around Heisuke. Tears in her eyes, she thanked him for saving her. Smiling gently at the girl, he wrapped an arm around her and placed his hand on her head. "I'm just glad you're okay" he murmured, sighing in relief as the tension from the fight left his body. Ichigo realised what she was doing and leapt back from the male. Blushing scarlet, the girl stammered out an apology, causing Heisuke to laugh. He grinned at the embarrassed girl in front of him, but it turned into a frown as his eye drifted off into the distance.

"Damn it I didn't pay him back for the Ikedaya incident, I barely touched him" He mumbled to himself. Ichigo looked down for a moment and then looked up to face him, having found the right words. "You were still really amazing. I mean you saved me" she told him, her words making Heisuke blush a bright red. Spotting some of the Shinsengumi solders, he apologised for not walking her back and ran of into the night. She know that he couldn't be seen by the Shinsengumi , but Ichigo still hoped that she might get to talk to Heisuke a little longer. She turned to return home, feeling a little happier. As the two grew further apart, neither could see the smile on the others face.

It seemed like the next morning came altogether too early. Ichigo splashed her face with cold water to clear her thoughts and headed for the common room. The captains and several other men were already there, including Inoue, Yamazaki and Chizuru. She walked towards them and wished them all a good morning. They nodded and mumbled return greetings, but their faces were universally dour after the night's events.

"Shimada wanted to apologize to you for not doing a better job" Inoue told her as she reached them. Ichigo frowned and shook her head. "No I'm the one who told him to go" she replied. While she was usually strong enough o take care of herself, her sister was too gentle to be able to put up much of a fight. The door slid open and Kondou stepped through into the room. Ichigo noticed something was different. Usually he was calm and collected, but today his face was especially stern. There something was wrong she was sure of it. Ichigo asked what happened, but when he answered it wasn't just ichigo he was talking to any more. The rest of the men moved closer to hear what he had to say.

"Nishi Honwanji temple doesn't want us here anymore" Kondou sighed as he faced his men. "They're telling us to leave then" Yamazaki spoke up from the corner he was in. Kondou nodded. "Well, they didn't say that in as many words, but yes" he told them, not wanting to seem impolite about the temple residents. "I had a feeling this day would come eventually, but now that it's here... what should we do?" Inoue asked, looking between Kondou and Hijikata. Yamazaki said how it might have been the recent events that prompted the monks to speak out against them, implying that it was the fault of the last night's events. Ichigo and Chizuru tried to apologise to everyone again, seeing as the only reason last night's fight happened was because of them. The men only waved their apologies aside. Saying it wasn't their fault that Kazama was after them.

"Not true we came to the temple and forced them to yield to our admittedly unreasonable demands" Kondou told them, trying to cheer the girls up again. Yamazaki asked where their new location would be. Kondou replied that the Nishi Hongwanji temple had already found and paid for one for them. "That's awfully generous they must really want us gone" Inoue replied.

"Yes on both counts, which is why I decided to accept their offer thing are going to get busy around here soon" Kondou told him, motioning for the men and women to start work for the day. A plot of land was purchased and new compound built all paid for by the Nishi Hongwanji temple it became the third headquarters of the Shinsengumi by the time summer came the Shinsengumi had left Nishi Hongwanji temple.


	13. Chapter 12

It was a cold November day and Ichigo and Chizuru were again on patrol with Sanosuke. The three of them kept walking until a cold breeze blew past the girls, making them shiver from the cold. "Are you two cold? Want me to hold your hands?" Sanosuke turned and asked the girls. The three of them suddenly heard footsteps coming towards them. Turning around, they found that it was Shinpachi. "Oi Sano what do you think you're doing hitting on those poor girls?" he teased his friend.

"Hey not everyone's a gigolo like you. They looked cold, I'm just trying to be a gentleman" Sanosuke scowled as he glared at Shinpachi. Hearing muffled laughter, the two men turned to see the girls shaking and with huge smiles on their faces. "Why you ginning like that?" Shinpachi asked, looking between the two sisters in confusion. "They probably think your face is funny, you should probably do something about that" Sanosuke replied with a grin. His comment only made the girls laugh even harder.

After a while they had calmed down enough to be able to talk properly. "No its just I remember the last time we had a group meet up like this. It was Chizuru and I with Okita and Heisuke" her voice turned sad. It had been about 6 mouths since Saito and Heisuke left the Shinsengumi to join the guardians of the imperial tomb. Ichigo shook her head, hoping to vainly to cast off the unpleasant thoughts. The four of them kept walking until Ichigo stopped and apologised. Sanosuke just turned around and changed the subject. He started to talk about how the Shinsengumi has changed and in fact how the world has changed. "Yeah like the shogun handing power over to the imperial court" Shinpachi replied, nodding in agreement.

Chizuru asked how they felt about being vassals of the shogun, both men replying that they weren't fond of working for him. They talking about various things before Sanosuke and Ichigo both yawned quietly. "Your droning is putting me to sleep Shinpachi" Sanosuke spoke. He turned to Ichigo and Chizuru. "You can tell him to shut up if he is boring you, he's a big guy he can handle it" Sanosuke told them. "Oh no I'm fine, I like listening to Shinpachi talk about things" Chizuru smiled up the tall red-haired man. "Yeah me too" Ichigo said with a quite voice. Shinpachi only grew happier when he heard the words leave the girls mouths. Seeing his happiness Ichigo smirked slightly. "When he's not whining or going on about his muscles that is" she told them, smiling at the look of indignation that spread across Shinpachi's face. As the man stormed ahead in a huff, the others followed slightly slower to finish their patrol.

Later that day, the girls were pulled into a meeting. All the captains were present and, to everyone's surprise, Saito. Apparently Saito was rejoining the Shinsengumi and that the only reason he left was because Hijikata and Kondou sent him there undercover. The girl's were just as happy to see Saito back as the men. Ichigo and Chizuru went off to make some tea and when they returned it was just the wrong moment; Hijikata was speaking about killing Itou. "What about Heisuke" Shinpachi asked.

The room fell silent. Hijikata sighed, and then he replied. "If he gets in our way, we must kill him". Ichigo's heart shattered when those words came out of Hijikata's mouth. Hijikata walked out of the room and there was silence until Ichigo spoke up in anger. "You're all ok with this then? None of you have a problem with this?" Kondou told her to clam down and that Hijikata was the most worried about Heisuke. Ichigo apologised as every one left the room. Just before Kondou left she asked him if he would let her help.

"How will you help?" he turned his head and asked her, in an almost sad voice. Ichigo replied that she still wanted to help after a lot of persuading Kondou agreed. Ichigo nodded and rushed to her room to let Chizuru know what was going on and to get her sword.

It was a moonlit night, Ichigo was nervous and she bit into her lip so hard it almost drew blood. Shinpachi and Sanosuke told Ichigo to look away, but she shook her head. She knew this had to be done, if not Itou would be a danger to the Shinsengumi. The three sat down until they heard the sounds of the guard approaching. Among the guard was Heisuke. Sanosuke and Shinpachi picked him out the same time Ichigo did. The two men silently closed their eyes for a moment, and then opened them again. "Let's go" Shinpachi whispered. Sanosuke and Ichigo merely nodded the three of them ran out.

Heisuke finally spotted them and his sad gaze moved over the men, before focusing on Ichigo. As he started to say something, the other members of the guard spotted the Shinsengumi and drew their swords, yelling their anger over the death of Itou. Just as the first blades started to cross, they heard the sound of gunshots. All heads turned when they heard a familiar voice cutting through the darkness. It was Shiranui and Amagiri, and they were leading a large group of men behind them. "What are you two doing here" the men of the Shinsengumi asked, some of them pointing their swords uncertainly towards the newcomers.

"We're working" Shiranui replied. He gave the men around him a signal and the two Shinsengumi captains and Ichigo were surrounded. Ichigo began to reach for her sword when Sanosuke stopped her. He told her to stay close behind the rest of the Shinsengumi. Ichigo heard the tense sounds of hands tightening on hilts and swords being loosened. "Wait if you're from the Satsuma domain, do you mean to attack us as well?"One of the guardians asked fearfully. Shiranui placed his hand on his chin and lazily replied with a crack of his pistol. The guardian that had been speaking flew to the ground. As the ringing in ichigo's ears stopped, the tougher guardians started to shout insults at the two demons. "We're just following your lead. Didn't you betray your old allies too?"Shiranui replied to their insults.

Both the guard and the Shinsengumi were moments from attacking, when Amagiri's voice echoed across the street. "You're out numbered. I cannot advise standing against us, and as such I have a proposition for the Shinsengumi" he stopped for a second as the Shinsengumi turned their heads then continued "give us Ichigo Yukimura. If you do, I will allow all of you to leave, unharmed." One of the Satsuma objected but a bullet went thought his head. After a few seconds of silence Amagiri spoke again. "We won't have any more rude interruptions." His head turn to face Sanosuke, their eyes met as he asked for their answer. Sanosuke's eyes slid to the girl and narrowed when he saw the look on her face. "Ichigo isn't going anywhere with you" the spearman announced, watching as her face lit up in relief.

Shiranui almost seemed happy by his answer. "Oh I love it when you guys get all tough like that! But do you really think you can beat all these men" he laughed as he spoke. The Satsuma rushed forward and the fight began, but only one thing remained in Ichigo's mind. She took a deep breath and ran threw she screamed out Heisuke's name. She was so overjoyed to finally see him after so long, that when they were face to face she was smiling but Heisuke almost seemed angry. He grabbed her wrist and shoved her behind him. Ichigo apologized and took a deep breath then spoke. "You have to come back to the Shinsengumi everyone misses you." Swords clashed and men screamed around them but Ichigo just ignored them. "I miss you, Heisuke I want you to come back please." She begged him.

Heisuke turned to look at her, his face full of confusion and sadness. He quickly turned to face the front again to keep an eye on the fight as he replied. "I…I can't go back not now." He paused and continued "I did what I did because I thought Itou would be better for this country than...well, better. That's what's brought me here and…" Before he could finish speaking Ichigo interrupted him. "Do you still believe that?" she asked him, watching for anything that could signal what he was thinking. Heisuke didn't seem to be sure about his decision anymore. One of the Satsuma men charged him with a yell, Heisuke batted his sword away almost lazily. He laughed, but there was no humour in it; only a glimpse of a forced smile told Ichigo it wasn't a sob. Ichigo's heart broke to think that her words were making him suffer. Heisuke spoke with sadness clear in his voice. "I guess I was wrong to choose a path that was just about following someone else." He paused for a second then continued "lately I keep thinking about the time I spent with the Shinsengumi."

Ichigo replied "I...I think about you a lot too I'm sure I'm not the only one." Heisuke gave her a small smile and replied "is that so?" The clatter of sword on sword filled the air as the battle raged around the pair. Heisuke swatted away another attack and shot Ichigo a quick smile. He turned back around and spoke again."I'd like to go, I would, but if I go back to the Shinsengumi, I wouldn't know what I'm supposed to be fighting for anymore"

Ichigo asked what he meant by that and he was about to answer her when one of the guards spotted them. "What are you doing, Toudou?! That kids Shinsengumi kill him." The member of the guard leapt at Ichigo from the side, his sword heading straight for Ichigo's heart. Heisuke spun and drove the hilt of his sword into the man's stomach. The man fell to the floor Ichigo's head slowly turned to Heisuke. Heisuke stared at his hands in shock, then let his eyes fall to the man on the ground. When he spoke, his voice was only barely above a whisper. "Sorry but I'm a pretty excuse for a guardian I followed him into this mess for... I dunno I guess I thought I had reason." More of the guard began to inch toward them. Heisuke's grip on his sword tightened as he spoke. "I've had enough of politics, and ideals, and all that crap. Loyalism, nationalism, none of that matters anymore."

His voice grew stronger as his hesitation withered and fell away. "I don't care if I have to fight 100 men or 1000 demons." he declared, his voice echoing across the street. He turned to look over his shoulder, and grin on his face lit it up like the sun. Ichigo knew this was the real Heisuke and her heart swelled in joy. "No matter what, I'll be there for you! Anyone that thinks he can come after you will have to get through me first, because you're what I'm fighting for." With that final triumphant yell, he brought his sword up to face his next foe and the real battle began.

Countless Satsuma poured into the narrow street, in an attempt to choke the Shinsengumi with sheer numbers. From across the battlefield, Ichigo heard Amagiri's deep voice. Spinning around, she spotted Heisuke facing the male demon. He leapt at Amagiri, but even with as skilled as Heisuke was, he still was only barely able to hold his opponent off. Ichigo's attentions was jerked back to around her as two Satsuma soldiers suddenly burst through the Shinsengumi lines, charging straight towards her. She heard Heisuke scream out to her. Ichigo wasn't able to block both their attacks, so she closed her eyes and prayed.

The girl heard the wet slice of two blades cutting into human flesh, but surprisingly she felt no pain. Her eyes opened to see the men lying on the ground. One had a sword through his throat; the other had one through his chest. She spun toward Heisuke. Across the street his were arms still extended from throwing both of his blades. He grinned at her, not noticing the shadow behind him. Ichigo's face filled with horror, knowing without his swords head had no way to block or dodge Amagiri's attack. When the martial artist struck, she heard Heisuke's screams of pain echo across the battlefield. At that moment the Satsuma began to retreat, due to the increased ferocity in Sanosuke and Shinpachi's attack.

The street of Aburano Koji ran red. Ichigo's hands were smeared with Heisuke's blood. The words Heisuke coughed out were red. "Ha looks like I screwed up." He managed to force out. Tears ran down Ichigo's face. Heisuke shakily reached up to her face and wiped the tears off. "No you can't die Heisuke, please don't go." She begged him, fresh tears falling down her face. Heisuke reached for her hand and held it gently as he spoke. "Sorry I...I wanted to be there for you a little longer. Heh... screwed that up pretty good didn't I...I'm sorry Ichigo." Sanosuke quickly picked him up as Shinpachi gathered a shocked Ichigo into his arms. They ran through the night, desperately trying to reach the headquarters before Heisuke's life ended.

The assassination of Itou and the destruction of the guardians of the imperial tomb was later known as the Aburano Koji incident. Both the Shinsengumi and the guard were surprised by the sudden appearance of the Satsuma troops, and by the demons who accompanied them. Both parties had fallen for the Satsuma trap, and the battlefield was thrown into complete confusion.

Heisuke had been mortally wounded, and had no choice but to drink the water of life. As the battle of Aburano Koji was taking place the headquarters of the Shinsengumi came under attack from Chikage Kazama. During the events of Kazama's attack, it was revealed to Chizuru that Kaoru Nagumo, the girl the sisters had met while on patrol a long time ago, was actually her twin brother. Kaoru coerced Okita into drinking the water of life and told his horrified sister that his main goal was simply to make her suffer, before he fled into the night.

The monstrous thing Chizuru and Ichigo's father had made was slowly devouring the Shinsengumi. How long would it be before the water of life swallowed them whole?


	14. Chapter 13

A month had passed since Aburano Koji. Heisuke and Saito had returned but the Shinsengumi was hardly back to normal. Many men had lost their lives in Kazama's attacks and even more had been badly injured during the battle at Aburano koji. Among them was Heisuke. Several of the soldiers had seen him mortally wounded. For that reason Heisuke was declared officially dead, and made a member of the fury corps. Luckily Saito hadn't been wounded, but many among the common soldiers began to call him a coward. To them he had left the Shinsengumi to join Itou, then betrayed his comrades when he sensed a change in fortunes.

Night had fallen at the Shinsengumi headquarters. Ichigo was in the fury corps division. It was nearly empty due to Kazama's attack. Ichigo stood still for a few moments, wringing her hands silently in nerves. She was so caught up in her thoughts that she didn't notice the sounds of footsteps behind her. "Did you need something?" Ichigo jumped when she heard the cold voice of Sannan.

"I was hoping that I could talk to Heisuke" Ichigo replied. Sannan blinked at her before he smiled slightly. "I see ... you have interesting taste" he told her, his hand resting on his chin. Ichigo flushed and looked at the floor. The room filled with an awkward silence until Sannan sighed and spoke. "Very well I'll go find him, you wait here"

Ichigo nodded and he left the room for a few moments before returning with Heisuke. Sannan quickly left the pair alone, saying that he was going to check on Okita. Heisuke gave a small wave almost immediately. When Ichigo apologised for bothering him he shook his head. "Its fine ...so why are you here?" Ichigo didn't know what to say the only reason she came was to see him.

The two stood there awkwardly for a while, almost like two strangers thrown into a conversation for the first time. "I, just wanted to see how you were feeling" Ichigo eventually spoke, her nervousness building. Heisuke replied that all his wounds had healed and he could do all the things he used too be able to do. "oh that's..." but before she could say good Ichigo realized the situation, that Heisuke shouldn't be standing in front of her and the only reason he was alive, was because of the water of life. She knew he was healed, but he was now a fury. "Good" hardly seemed like the right thing to say. Heisuke gave her a wry smile, as if he knew what was going through her mind.

Ichigo took a deep breath and steeled herself. Now was the time to tell him what was in her heart. "Um can I stay here with you for a while Heisuke?" She asked him, her voice was quiet and trembling slightly. Heisuke blinked at her in surprise. He opened his mouth to answer, but before he could Ichigo spoke again, this time her voice was filled with determination as her courage rose. "No... not just here, and not just for a while! I want to stay with you as long as I can! I'll leave if I ever get in your way so can I?" Heisuke could only stare stunned, at the girl in front of him. Ichigo's sudden boldness had clearly caught him off-guard.

Silence filled the room until Ichigo heard the sound of laughter. Heisuke was clutching his stomach as he laughed. When his laughing started to slow down Ichigo asked what he was laughing about. He wiped his eyes smiled at the perplexed girl, still chuckling. Ichigo frowned at him and asked him if she'd said something amusing. "Sorry, no it's not that" he told her, straightening up again. Ichigo was still confused, and when she admitted it Heisuke snorted and continued. "I was just happy that's all." He told her, before sighing. "I don't really know if I'm alive or dead anymore" Heisuke admitted quietly. "But even if I haven't got that figured out yet, I do know for sure that I'm different" he looked down at his hands, then continued. "I guess I was kind of freaking out. All sorts of stuff just shaking around in my head, you know? But talking to you really cheered me up" Ichigo turned to him and asked in disbelief if that was true. Heisuke nodded and smiled at her. "Yeah, You're pretty amazing Ichigo. Thanks."

"Oh that's not really anything you should be thanking me for. Besides... you always cheer me up." Ichigo replied, a blush spreading across her face. Her blush became more pronounced when Heisuke reached out and stroked her cheek. "Well I think you cheer me up a little more" Heisuke told her. As Heisuke laughed again his face had changed. It wasn't the face of a dead man; it was the Heisuke she knew so well. "Then can I stay with you?" She asked hopefully. "Yeah of course" Heisuke reassured her, a smile across his face. Ichigo's face lit up with her happiness. "Good, oh and not just for a little while. As long as I don't get in your way."

"I don't think I could ever think of you as being in the way. So go ahead and stick around as long as you like." Heisuke told her. Ichigo looked up at him with wide eyes and asked again if it was really alright for her to stay. "Yeah and I think that you probably cheer me up the most" Heisuke had a faint red colour to his face as he replied. Ichigo hugged him making Heisuke's blush deepen. Realising what she was doing, Ichigo jumped back from the man in front of her, stuttering madly. The two stood there for a moment before they heard Chizuru calling for her sister, giving the pair an excuse to separate.

Several days later and the sisters were in their room, enjoying their time together after having done their chores. The girls jumped when the door suddenly slid open. They both turned to see Sannan coming through the doorway. He seemed relieved to see them, though the girls were just surprised to see him. "Sorry for intruding. Would you please listen to my idea?" Seeing the girls nod, he carried on with his proposal. "You two are demons and as demons, you are stronger, faster and more resilient then a human." He took a deep breath and continued. "Demonic superiority was displayed quite clearly by the demons that attacked us the other night."

"What are you trying to say Sannan?" Ichigo interrupted him, as she moved to stand in front of Chizuru. The man stepped towards the wary girl. "A demon possesses immense power... it follows the blood which flows through demon veins should be similarly powerful." He paused for a few seconds to let the girls process the idea. "Perhaps it is even potent enough to completely counteract the madness of the furies." The girl's didn't know how the water of life worked but Sannan's explanation seemed logical, even if it was a bit... manic.

"How can you know that for sure?" Ichigo asked the man, slightly suspicious of where this was going. The man sighed and replied to Ichigo's question. "Since before I became a fury, I've been researching how the water of life works. I know more about it than anyone else. So how could I be wrong?" He took a deep breath and continued. "In any event, I believe it's worth testing... if I am correct... oh, it would be wonderful!" The smile on his face grew wider and wider. "Your very existence could save the fury corps...no, the entire Shinsengumi."

Ichigo could hear the edge of madness to his voice. She took another step closer to Chizuru as Sannan drew his sword and levelled it right at the girls. There was no madness or bloodlust to his movements, and that only made it all the more terrifying. Ichigo pressed her hand to the hilt of her katana as Sannan spoke, keeping complete eye contact with Ichigo. "Oh there is nothing to be afraid of. I'm not going to kill you." He stepped closer. "I just want a small sample of your blood. That's all."

He lifted his blade and brought it closer to the girls. Ichigo's grip on her sword tightened and Chizuru closed her eyes. The semi-standoff continued for a second until they heard Hijikata's voice demanding to know what was going on. Sannan turned his head to face him. "Oh Hijikata, excellent timing, please give me a hand." He asked casually, as if he was doing no more than making tea. Hijikata's eyes flickered between the blade in Sannan's hands, and the way Ichigo was standing protectively in front of her sister. As he stepped between Sannan and the girls, his hand reached out and pushed Sannan's sword away.

"What are you doing? This could be a great breakthrough for the Shinsengumi." Sannan asked angrily. Hijikata simply narrowed his eyes at him and asked a question of his own. "What are you doing Sannan?" The older man replied that he just needed some of the girl's blood to help treat the madness of the furies. Hijikata replied that he would be breaking the code of the Shinsengumi if he were to harm either of the girls. "Of course, however these two aren't technically members of the Shinsengumi." Sannan smiled at the others, causing a shiver of fear to trail down the girl's backs. "Maybe not, but they've been here long enough they might as well be." Hijikata snarled, his voice daring Sannan to try harming them.

"Then I have no choice." Sannan sighed and lowered his sword and sheathed it. "I'll leave for now, Hijikata please consider what I've said." Before he left he turned his eyes met with Ichigo's. "Heisuke is a fury as well now. This will affect him too." those word snuck into Ichigo like a knife. He smiled and ducked out of the room. Chizuru gave a huge sigh and Ichigo finally took her hand away from her sword hilt. Hijikata turned to them and asked if they were all right. When both Chizuru and Ichigo nodded, he apologized for Sannan, bowed and left.

Night had fallen only and Ichigo was in the room as Chizuru had gone to visit Okita. She heard a knock on the door and Sanosuke and Shinpachi walked into the room and sat down. Ichigo asked them what was wrong. "Oh, we just thought you could keep us company. There's nobody else to talk to." Shinpachi replied, shrugging his shoulders. "What do you mean? There are people everywhere" Ichigo asked in confusion. Sanosuke explained that they just wanted to let off some steam and they couldn't go talk to Kondou or Hijikata, for they were the problem.

"The fury corps is a bad idea. We need to get rid of before it really screws us over." Shinpachi continued finally getting to let some steam off. "I mean it's not like I wanted Heisuke or Okita to die, but can you really call that being alive? It just seems cruel to me." Ichigo couldn't disagree with his way of thinking. "I know how you feel, but I think you're taking it a little far. The guys who are furies now, they all have their own opinions on all this I'm sure. I mean they're still people." Sanosuke replied, sighing heavily. He carried on saying that Hijikata and Kondou just leapt into all of this blind, but Shinpachi just kept getting angrier and angrier. It looked like letting off some steam was about to turn into a full-fledged argument. Sanosuke told Shinpachi to calm down, but the hot-tempered man took no notice.

Shinpachi stormed out through the door, sliding it shut with a bang. Sanosuke winced at the girl. "Ha ha ha... sorry. Guess we scared you. He's not a bad guy really." The red-haired man rubbed the back of his neck. "Yeah I know he's just a bit annoying sometimes." Ichigo smiled slightly. Sanosuke gave a chuckle and leaned back against a wall. "He's a good guy, such a good guy that he just can't let go of some stuff." He sighed again and continued. "If a good man can't forgive the stuff we're doing, then maybe that's a sigh that the Shinsengumi is on its way out." He began to talk about Sannan, how he had been getting pretty bad lately. He turned his head to face Ichigo and regarded her solemnly. "You've seen it too, haven't you?" He asked, watching her intently. Ichigo swallowed nervously. Yes she had seen it, even the memory of it made her blood run cold. Sanosuke's eyes bore into Ichigo's back. The girl didn't want to tell him about it, so she tried to shift the conversation to something other than the bespectacled man.

"What do you think about the furies?" she could tell the man was curious about her dodging the subject of Sannan, but he accepted it nonetheless. "That's not an easy question to answer. I can see where Shinpachi is coming from, but fury or not Okita and Heisuke are still our friends." He turned his head to Ichigo with a smile and continued. "I talked to him a couple times after he drank the stuff and he's still the same kid he always was. He walks, he talks, he laughs, and he still screws around. As long as you're alive, you can still have fun I guess." Ichigo turned towards him, her head now resting on her hands. "Have fun, huh...?" Sanosuke quirked an eyebrow at the expression on the younger girls face. "Did I say something funny?"

Ichigo shook her head, the small smile still present on her face. "No, it just really sounds like you. But you're right. You can't have fun and enjoy yourself if you're dead." She sighed and looked away. He hummed in agreement. "Yep, but that means that there's hope for the furies. Still as far as everyone else is concerned, they're dead." His voice hadn't changed, but it had somehow lost all traces of his normal cheer. He scowled at nothing and continued. "They can't even go outside without permission. Of course even if they could, going outside during the day just makes them sick and if they catch the smell of blood then they just lose it, and go after whoever's closest whether it's a friend or an enemy." He paused for a second then clenched his hand into a fist. "Hell...maybe it would be better if they had just died." Ichigo could understand a little of the helplessness he was feeling, but the thought of not hearing Heisuke's voice again made her feel sick.

A thick silence settled over the room. Ichigo glanced over at Sanosuke's still form. She could see in his heart the passion, concern and fear. His head turned to Ichigo and he spoke in a dry voice. "You know, I kind of envy Shinpachi. It's good to be able to let your anger out like that. Just seems more... normal to do that." Ichigo smiled gently at her companion, her smile was soft and sweet as she spoke. "I don't really think that's the case, you just deal with it differently that's all." Her smile quickly turned mischievous. "I mean this is Shinpachi we're talking about, the guy is inherently crazy." Sanosuke snorted and the sound of his laughter filled the room for a moment before Ichigo's giggles joined him. After they had calmed down, Sanosuke looked at the girl as he opened his mouth. "You really think so?"

"Yes of course I do. I've been saying it for as long as I've been here after all." Ichigo replied with a huge grin on her face. The two smiled at one another until Sanosuke mused aloud about how he felt like he had to do something, to help the friends who were furies now. Ichigo admitted that she didn't know what to do either. They fell silent then thinking on what they might be able to do.


	15. Chapter 14

It was a full moon and Ichigo was sitting on a bench, looking up at the stars. Lost in her thoughts she didn't notice the sound of footsteps until a twig broke beneath someone's foot behind her. Jumping slightly in fright, she spun around to see a yawning Heisuke walk towards her. "Morning Ichigo. What's with that look?" the male queried the wide-eyed girl as he stopped in front of her. Ichigo could only blink slightly before she quickly shook her head. Replying that it was nothing, she paused for a moment before what he said properly hit her. "Morning? Did you just get up?" Heisuke flushed slightly and rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment.

"Yeah a few minutes ago." He shot a wry look at the moon and grinned sheepishly. "I guess it... isn't really morning anymore." He admitted that he now gets sleepy just before the sun comes up, but as soon as it gets dark he's wide awake. His smile briefly turned bitter for a moment. Heisuke had been a fury for around two months now, which meant he'd been sleeping during the day and Ichigo hadn't been able to see him as much. She wouldn't admit it to his face, but she had begun to feel a little lonely without him. She turned her head to face Heisuke, as she nudged a little closer to him. "How are you feeling anyway?" She asked him, reaching up to pull her hair tie tighter.

He replied with a huge grin that he felt the same as he always has. Everyone was treating him the same especially Shinpachi and Sanosuke, and Hijikata was as hard on him as before. Ichigo giggled at the complaint he made. After a few minutes her giggles calmed down as a serious thought entered her mind. "There are a lot of people who think you're dead" She told him, watching as he grimaced. "The guys from my unit huh? Yeah... I wish I could tell them I'm still alive." A few moments of silence passed before Ichigo spoke. "I'm sure your family is worried about you too." Saying that didn't have the reaction that she expected. Heisuke frowned and looked into Ichigo's eyes before turning away from her. Ichigo couldn't help but panic slightly. Was it something she said?

"Do you remember when you and Chizuru first came to Kyoto? You told us you were looking for your family, for Kodou I mean." He spoke without turning to face her. Ichigo was startled at the random seeming change of subject. "Yeah I remember, what about it?" Her confusion only deepened as Heisuke hesitated with his reply. Seemingly making up his mind, Heisuke told Ichigo that he wasn't allowed to look of his parents.

"You're not allowed? What do you mean you're not allowed?" Ichigo's mind reeled. How could he not be allowed to look for them? Heisuke sighed and looked up at the sky once more. "I guess I might as well tell you." He took a deep breath and began telling Ichigo of how he came from a place called Todou domain. He told her that his father was the lord there. Heisuke admitted that he didn't know him that well, that he was just his bastard child.

"Anyway he sends me some cash every month, as long as I don't go looking for him. Hush money I guess." He turned to face the girl again, searching her face for any of the pity he dreaded finding there. "So you were jealous of us. Of the fact that Chizuru and I were able to look for our father." Ichigo asked quietly. Heisuke laughed but it was flat and without humour. "I was just an accident for him." Heisuke continued by saying that he didn't think his parents would be sad if they knew he _died_.

Ichigo knew that wasn't the case. It couldn't be. No parent wouldn't be sad to hear that their child was dead. "You know that's not true Heisuke." Ichigo didn't know what type of people Heisuke's parents were. She didn't know if they were good, bad or just indifferent, but she was sure that they cared for him. Heisuke replied that he didn't need to be comforted. He didn't seem angry just apathetic. Ichigo shook her head and held her arm subconsciously.

"You're still getting money every month aren't you? That means whoever sending it at least wants' you to have enough money to be happy." Ichigo turned her head to look at him. "If they didn't care whether you died or not, they wouldn't send it in the first place." Heisuke stayed quiet for a few minuets, then a huge grin spread across his face and he laughed. "Man have people ever told you that your way to optimistic?" Ichigo smiled as he carried on laughing. After a few seconds he spoke. "I guess your right. If you are, then maybe someone out there who's sad I'm dead."

Ichigo's smile broadened. "Well then maybe someday you can tell them the truth." She told him, still smiling as she turned to start her chores for the evening, she didn't notice him watching her leave before he got ready to go on patrol. Not long after, the Shinsengumi were relocated to the magistrate's office, where the Choshu-Satsuma alliance began to bombard the building nearly each day with almost relentless attacks.

The New Year had come and gone. It was now the night of the third of January and as lights began to fade the guns on the hill gradually fell silent and it seemed that the day's battle was over. The men guarding the magistrate's office let out a great sigh of relief.

Ichigo was still gripping her sword in fright when she voiced the question on everyone's minds. "What's going to happen now?" Saito spoke to reply, that now night had fallen the enemy wouldn't be able to aim their guns. That said they cannot afford to miss this chance. It would be a good time to counterattack, Hijikata agreed. Ichigo looked at Hijikata in concern. "Hijikata what were our losses today?"

Hijikata looked tired; he shook his head slowly and sighed. "Bad. If we screw this up tonight, we might as well just surrender tomorrow." He replied. Shinpachi then began to speak, saying that the fight needed to be taken to the enemy. Saito agreed with him. Sanosuke agreed as well but pointed out a problem. "It's going to be hard getting together enough men. A lot of my guys are out of commission now." The spear wielder murmured.

"Yeah my men are as well. I sure wish we had Kondou or Okita right now." Shinpachi groaned. Ichigo winced and lowered her head. Kondou had been shot before the New Year, and had gone to Osaka to recover under Dr. Matsumoto's care. Going along with him were Okita and Chizuru. Okita had gone out looking for the one who had shot Kondou and had gotten shot himself, protecting Chizuru from the bullets. Ichigo was devastated to see her sister go, but she understood that she couldn't leave Okita.

Shaking her head, Ichigo looked back up when Hijikata sighed again with a worried tone. "Guess we'll have to use the fury corps. They should still be fresh... I'm sure Kondou would've done the same thing." Heisuke stood there looking surprised and a little bit worried. Sannan turned to him and spoke "Why are you so surprised toudou? At last we've been given our chance to shine." Heisuke looked at Sannan in surprise before he replied. "Oh yeah I guess we have." He said quietly, a hint of realisation in his voice.

Noticing the undertone in his voice, Ichigo looked over at the man next to her. "Is something wrong Heisuke?" Heisuke replied that he hadn't really thought about him as being a part of the fury corps. As Shinpachi opened his mouth to say something, the roar of cannon-fire interrupted him. Ichigo clapped her hands over her ears instinctively, and when she pulled them away Hijikata was already issuing orders. Everyone drew their sword and ran to battle but before Heisuke could follow Sannan, Sanosuke grabbed his shoulder and told him to keep an eye on Ichigo. He then grabbed his spear and ran off after Shinpachi.

Sannan watched him go then shrugged. He drove his sword through a nearby Satsuma soldier in one lighting fast strike. He ran towards the gate, the fury corps followed behind him yelling battle cries. He looked like death itself. Ichigo shivered and suddenly found herself struggling to swallow. Heisuke turned to Ichigo. "Stay close! I'll keep you safe, but you have to stick with me!" he told her, a reassuring smile on his face. Ichigo nodded then the battle started.

Blood and bullets fell like rain and all around were the cries of the wounded and dying. Ichigo felt like she was going to throw up as she griped her sword tightly. "You all right Ichigo?" Heisuke shouted from over his shoulder. "Yes I'm fine, are you okay?" Ichigo quickly shot her reply back to him, watching him worriedly. The battle had been going on for some time and Heisuke had been hit by both guns and sword in several places. "Don't worry about me." He replied. Blood leaked from his wounds, but the flow was quickly stopped as his wounds closed themselves. He watched the disappearing injuries with a hollow look in his eyes. "I'm not human anymore. This kind of stuff isn't enough to kill me." As he spoke his hair flashed white.

Ichigo rubbed her eyes and when she stopped Heisuke had not changed. Then another bullet tore through the flesh of his arm. Ichigo reached out to staunch the flow of blood but before she could, the wound closed. Heisuke looked bitterly at his arm before pulling his arm away from her. "I told you it doesn't hurt me." He shouted loudly. Again his hair flashed white. Whenever a bullet or blade hit him, Ichigo saw a look of sadness flicker in Heisuke's eyes as he watched his body mend itself. If he was sad, then why was a grin beginning to stretch its way across his face.

Heisuke looked at the dead soldiers around him. "Is that all of them?" He asked, a twisted grin on his face. Ichigo felt fear rise like fire inside of her and before she know it she was crying out to him. "Heisuke that's enough, the enemy's gone, please let's go back now." She begged him, desperation in her voice. Heisuke looked over his shoulder at Ichigo. His eyes were clouded and his smile still twisted. "What are you talking about there's still more right? Where's the next one?" His head turned back forwards as the colour fled from his hair and his eyes shone with a hideous thirst for blood. Heisuke pulled his sword from the last Satsuma soldier with a wet sickening sound. He lifted his hand covered in blood to his face and stretched out his tongue but before his tongue touch the blood, Ichigo threw her arms around him and pulled his arm down and away.

"It's all right now there's no one left to fight." With tears in her eyes, she looked up at his face. Heisuke looked down at Ichigo. At first he looked at her with anger written plain across his face. Then his eyes met with the blood covering his hands and sword. "Wha... what did I?" He asked in horror, his eyes wide. His hair returned to its normal brown and the hand holding his sword fell to his side and he stepped away from Ichigo. When he turned back to look at her, his face was twisted with grief, fear and most of all despair. "I... I don't think I can take this anymore." He spoke quietly, his voice filled with fear. Ichigo reached out for his hand. "It's going to be okay Heisuke. You're going to be fine."

Heisuke looked at her for a moment, and then opened his mouth. Instead of words, a cry of pure pain ripped its way out of him. Ichigo rushed fully to his side, only for him to push her away. Then a familiar voice echoed across the near empty street. Sannan's voice was cold. Dead men littered the ground but Sannan stepped over them with no concern. He held out his hand to Heisuke and beckoned to him. "There's no reason to hold back. If you thirst for blood you should drink it."

Ichigo turned to him in shock, shock that Sannan would say such as thing. "Stop it Sannan you're going to confuse him." Sannan looked down at the girl before him and scowled at her before closing his eyes in irritation. "Telling a fury not to drink blood is like telling a human not to eat. Are you saying you'd rather he starve to death?" Ichigo could feel his word pierce into her heart. She tried to reply, but not a word left her mouth.

Sannan sighed and looked again at her, this time with an indulgent look in his eyes. He continued, saying that they weren't human anymore, and that he understood Heisuke's pain in a way that she never could. Heisuke looked up from behind Ichigo and spoke. "Sorry Sannan but she understands quite a bit, more then you I think." The pain Heisuke was feeling brought him to his knees, but he looked up at Sannan and Ichigo with a grin, as if he felt no pain. "I'm not going to drink blood. That's not something a human would do right?"

Sannan sighed and took one of Ichigo's hands. Opening her palm, he placed a packet of medicine in it. It was medicine that doctor Matsumoto made for the Shinsengumi to suppress the bloodlust that the furies felt. Ichigo quickly lifted her head and started to thank Sannan. Before Ichigo could give it to Heisuke, Sannan whispered in her ear that it would only suppress the bloodlust and that he would keep feeling pain until he gets blood. She shot a horrified look towards the bespectacled man, but he was already walking away. She paused in indecision, until she heard Heisuke scream in pain. Looking over at him, she panicked upon seeing that his hair had turned pure white again and his eyes were a deep red.

Ichigo couldn't take anymore. Placing the medicine on the ground she moved closer to him. "You said you wouldn't drink blood but... I'm sorry Heisuke." As she spoke to Heisuke she put her hand on the hilt of her katana. "Wh-what are you?" He could barely manage to force his words out, the pain was so great. Before he could finish, Ichigo drew her sword and slid the blade across her arm. Heisuke's eyes widened and his hand reached out to Ichigo. "What the hell are you doing?" His voice was filled with a mixture of pain, fear, panic and shock.

As the blood ran down her arm she looked up into his eyes. "Sannan once told me that my demon blood might be able to suppress the bloodlust, that it might be able to ease your suffering." He shook his head in disbelief. "I've heard that too, but nobody knows if it's really true. I can't let you do this." He tried to push her arm away from himself, but Ichigo refused to move. Moving his gaze to her, he froze at the look on her face. "I can't watch you suffer any longer." Ichigo replied, tears running down her face and moved her arm closer to Heisuke. She looked Heisuke in the eyes and silently begged him to drink. The blood dripped from her arm like thick red tears. For a long moment Heisuke simply stared at it then finally he nodded. He pulled Ichigo's arm a little closer. "I feel like a real jerk doing this but... thanks Ichigo".


	16. Chapter 15

Soon after the magistrate's office was in flames, and the Shinsengumi was forced to retreat. Their retreat degenerated into chaos, and Heisuke and Ichigo found themselves separated from the rest. There was no way for them to know who else might have survived, but they both knew that those that had would go to Osaka castle. Heisuke and Ichigo chose to go through the forest and avoid the imperial army, but it was January and the forest was dark and cold. Frozen trees surrounded them and before long, Ichigo began to feel as if they were the bars of a cage that had been suddenly closed around her and Heisuke.

Heisuke shot her a look out of the corner of his eye and noticed her nervousness. Moving his hand, he caught hold of her wrist. As Ichigo blinked in surprise at him, Heisuke's gaze softened slightly. "Are you doing all right? I know It's kind of rough getting through here, but it's gonna be a lot worse if they catch us." Ichigo smiled at him briefly, before her faced fell as her real worry resurfaced again. "I'm fine but... are you okay?" she asked, her concern evident in her voice.

Heisuke grinned at her and returned to clearing their path. "Course I'm okay. I'm a city boy at heart, but the forest isn't so..." Before he could finish speaking Ichigo interrupted him, gripping the back of his haori to stop him moving for a moment. "No I meant... I mean your fury thing." She murmured quietly. Heisuke had been taken by the bloodlust during the battle at the magistrate's office, but since then he'd seemed fine. He must have felt ichigo's eyes on him, because he sighed and lowered his sword from hacking away at the underbrush.

When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet "I don't want blood. I was just...thinking about Sannan." Seeing the look of confusion on Ichigo's face, he leaned closer to her. He spoke in a whisper, as if he were afraid someone might be listening in. He told her that he thinks that when Sannan goes out on patrol with the fury corps, he drinks blood from the men they kill. Ichigo gasped quietly in surprise before answering him. "Don't you think that's a little...far fetched?" Heisuke looked at Ichigo with a sad smile.

He sat down with his back against a tree. When he spoke his voice was sad, he almost seemed alone. "I remember what it felt like at Aburano Koji. My chest hurt, and I could hardly breathe. Everything looked kind of dark." He admitted that the truth was he was just scared of dying, and that's why he drank the water of life. A cool breezes pasted by and he continued. "I became a fury so I could live, and now I'm wishing I'd never done that." he took a deep breath. "What the hell's wrong with me?" He laughed but to Ichigo it was easily the saddest sound she'd ever heard.

Heisuke spoke again, talking about his time with Itou and how he regretted it right away. "It's pretty pathetic. I make a choice, only to regret it straight away." Ichigo knelt beside him and tried to reassure him, saying that he wasn't the only person to regret their choices. As she spoke her hand reached for Heisuke's and when their hands met, she felt him shiver as her hand wrapped around his.

Heisuke stayed silent as Ichigo spoke. "Sometimes all I can think about is things I've done that I regret. There are days when I hate myself." His hand felt cold in Ichigo's palm, so she gripped it tighter. When Heisuke didn't pull away, Ichigo continued to speak. "I'm happy, you know... you might be a fury but you're still alive." She sighed and spoke once more. "I guess I'm kind of selfish, huh?" Ichigo laughed awkwardly. Heisuke replied with a gentle smile. "Yeah I guess you are. So I think it's only fair for you to let me be selfish." After a few seconds he carried on. "I want you to stay with me. When we're together, that makes me happy."

Ichigo flushed crimson. _"H-he didn't mean forever did he? No, surely he meant until we were out of the forest."_ She thought to herself. When the redness finally faded from her face, Ichigo spoke. "Are you sure? I mean you're really suffering right now, and I can't do anything to help you." Heisuke blinked at her for a moment, before a grin spread across his face. "Are you serious? Man you're even slower than I thought." Ichigo stared at him dumbfounded, but heisuke only laughed.

After a moment Heisuke looked at her and, though his laughter faded, his grin did not. "Thanks Ichigo I think... I think if you weren't here, I would've gone nuts a long time ago." After a few seconds, Heisuke let go of Ichigo's hand and stood. Turning to face the girl, he extended his own hand. This time he was making the move. Ichigo put her palm into Heisuke's hand. "All right we gotta hurry now or they'll start to worry about us." He said, a hint of seriousness returning. Ichigo nodded and let him pull her to her feet. Then they heard an enemy soldier spot the pair and call for reinforcements. Heisuke began to pull Ichigo and the two began to run.

"Don't worry. They can't shoot at us here." Heisuke called back to the girl, not slowing down as they fled. The two had finally lost the enemy when a new problem appeared, a far worse problem. Kazama stepped into the middle of the path to block them and Amagiri took a step out of the shadows into their view. The pair slid to a stop and Heisuke's hand gripped the hilt of his sword.

"What the hell are you doing here Kazama?" Ichigo near snarled at the demon, scowling at the smirk that appeared on his face. "This war is at its climax I didn't want to risk that you might die somehow in the coming conflagration." Kazama replied, ignoring the snort of derision from the girl. Kazama turned to face Heisuke as he continued. "After all, this fool with useless. He'll abandon you the moment he's faced with any real difficulty."

Heisuke pulled his sword out in one swift movement. The light of the moon shone on its blade and when Heisuke spoke, his voice shook with anger. "I'd never abandon her to save my own ass. No way in hell." He stepped defiantly between Kazama and Ichigo. Kazama narrowed his eyes and a small sigh was heard from Amagiri's direction. Heisuke leapt forward, but Kazama easily dodged the lunge. The two men's sword met with a metallic clang. Without a word, Kazama grabbed Heisuke by the face.

He held the young man above the ground and sneered at the struggling man. "You are too slow, too weak and too pathetic to be her protector. You have already lost." When he had finished speaking, he slammed Heisuke's face to the forest floor. He ground the young captain's face into the dirt, and finally threw him against a nearby tree. Ichigo screamed out Heisuke's name. She made to run to Heisuke, when she felt cold fingers wrap tightly around her wrist. She spun around to glare at Kazama.

"He's gone. You, Ichigo Yukimura, will be coming with me." Ichigo pulled her wrist from his grasp and glared fiercely at him. "No I won't. I'll never do that!" She growled at him, her eyes turning golden yellow. A small noise of surprise turned the demons heads. Kazama moved back quick enough for the steel blade aimed at him to only make a small cut on his cheek. Ichigo felt her heart jump in relief as a white-haired Heisuke darted back in between Kazama and herself.

Snarling at the still surprised demon, Heisuke turned to face Ichigo. "I've spent my whole life making crappy decisions and then regretting them, but even if it means I gotta become a fury to do it, I want to protect you. I've never been so sure of anything before." His head turned back to face Kazama and as they were about to begin fighting again, a feminine voice floated across the clearing. It was Sen's and with her was Kimigiku.

Sen gave Ichigo a warm smile, and glanced around until her gaze landed on Heisuke. Ignoring Kazama for the moment she stepped towards the confused male. "Um..Toudou, was it? you've done well in protecting Ichigo." He frowned, and his eyes flicked back and forth from Ichigo to sen. As the silence filled the air, Amagiri moved to break it. "Are you...one of the demons of Kyoto?" he asked cautiously, looking between the two newcomers. At Kimigiku's confirmation, Kazama's head turned to face Sen. "What does the descendant of Suzuka Gozen want with me?" he asked her, sheathing his sword.

Sen finally turned to face the blond demon after checking that her friend was alright. "That is simple. You have made it clear that you wish to have Ichigo, a female demon, give birth to your offspring. However..." she stopped for a second and motioned at herself. "You have another option, a superior option. Right here." Kazama frowned at the young princess. "What are you saying?" Sen sighed before replying. "If you're so set on having a child, then I shall produce one for you. I only ask you cease your pursuit on Ichigo and Chizuru."

Ichigo couldn't say a word. What Sen was proposing to do for the sisters went far beyond what friends would normally do for one another. Kazama smiled at the princess, now completely ignoring Ichigo and Heisuke. "I see. Then you are offering to be my wife?" Sen shook her head, causing his smile to slip momentarily. "No this is merely a contract, to maintain a strong demonic lineage." Her glare easily matched his at this point.

Kazama smiled again as he replied. "Well if you will bear my child then that is certainly more then I could hope for. However, I see no reason to abandon my current..." Before Kazama could finish speaking, Sen interrupted him, her voice filled with anger. "You insolent, ungrateful knave, know your place." The look she gave him could only be called haughty. Kazama's eyes narrowed as he stared at her. "You have an impertinent mouth." He growled, but his fury only lasted a moment. Finally Kazama agreed to Sen's offer. He gestured to Amagiri, and they turned and left. Just he had completely gone from the groups view; he turned and looked over his shoulder at Heisuke. "You were lucky this time fake. I won't kill you now but if, or should I say when, that mind of yours does break I will." Heisuke just silently glared at him. Then the two male demons were gone and the tension seemed to vanish.

Sen gave a small sigh of relief. "At last, and such a rude departure. I've no doubt he would call you a fake with his dying breath." Her smile was soft and sweet but her sudden changes in behaviour had left poor Heisuke rather confused. Ichigo knew it wasn't exactly the time for it, but she found his consternation funny.

Turning to Sen and Kimigiku, Ichigo sank into a bow. "Thank you both for helping us." Kimigiku smiled slightly. "You needn't thank me. It was lady Sen who deserves your gratitude." Ichigo turned to Sen who smiled warmly at her, before looking around worriedly. "There are still enemies within the forest; perhaps we can catch up when next we visit Edo. Where will you go now?" Heisuke shot a quick look at Ichigo, asking for an explanation later. "We're heading to Osaka castle. The rest of the Shinsengumi are gathering there." After a few more moments both Sen and Kimigiku took their leave and so did Ichigo and Heisuke.

Morning had come and the two had finally reached Osaka castle. As far as they could tell nearly everyone had made it safely. Ichigo yawned and, turning to Heisuke, told him that she was going to go to sleep. By the time she awoke, it was dust. She rushed into the hall and looked around, until her eyes met Saito's. She darted over to him and asked if he had seen Heisuke. Saito pointed to the front door and told her he was outside. Ichigo thanked him and headed outside.

As Ichigo left the inner keep, she could see the sun setting. The sky was filled with brilliant reds and yellows. After a few seconds of looking at the sunset, she spotted Heisuke leaning against a wall. Around about the same time Heisuke spotted her. She walked over and as she did, the red light of the sunset shone on his whole body, making him look like his body was covered in blood. Heisuke turned his head towards her. "Good morning. Still feels weird saying that at this time. " Ichigo yawned and grinned sheepishly. "Maybe, but I just woke up so its morning to me too." She sighed and looked at him in concern. "Anyway how are you doing? I mean with the sun." Heisuke laughed bitterly. "I'd be lying if I told you it didn't hurt. My body fells a little numb and part of me want to throw up."

Ichigo's concern for him deepened at that. "Then why are you out here?" Heisuke sighed and gestured out towards the darkening sky. "This sunset probably looks pretty to you right?" Ichigo nodded, her brow furrowing in confusion. Heisuke sighed again. "Me too, well it used to. I mean it's beautiful, but all I see is blood. It kind of freaks me out to be honest." He turned to Ichigo who had a sad look on her face. "Hey don't look so worried." He tapped her shoulder to make her look at him. When she looked up, their eyes met. "Yeah my body and heart are in pain, but I feel like I can face the pain now." He told her, smiling softly at her. Ichigo's confusion grew even more at those words. "Why's that?" Ichigo asked.

"B-because I have you." The words were barely out of his mouth before he turned away, but not fast enough to hide the blush on his cheeks. Ichigo smiled to herself and pretended, for his sake, that she hadn't heard him. Ichigo began to feel cold, unlike Heisuke who show no sign of movement. As the two watched the sunset, Ichigo slipped her hand into Heisuke's. _"Perhaps I wasn't good for much, but if nothing else at least I could be there for him." _Ichigo thought to herself. Ichigo turned her head to look at Heisuke again. The sun dipped below the horizon and the deep purple of the night filled the sky. Heisuke looked up at the sky and laughed. "It sure does feel better at night." He grinned and stretched, relishing the light of the moon.

Ichigo smiled at him. "I like the night too." She murmured quietly. As those words left her mouth, all her worries seemed to vanish. Heisuke grinned at her. "Yeah I know what you mean. I've always love staying up late." He gave a happy sigh and continued. "I used to stay up all night with Shinpachi and Sano all the time." Ichigo raised her eyebrow at him and giggled slightly before she spoke. "Just keep that that kind of thing to minimum ok."

Heisuke flushed with embarrassment again. "Just to clarify, those guys forced me and I just went along because... I didn't want to hurt their feelings." Ichigo giggled again and grinned impishly at him. "Yeah I'm sure that's exactly what Shinpachi would say if I asked him about it." Ichigo's grin gentled as she thought of something. "You guys are really close. You're like a family." Ichigo sighed sadly as she thought of Chizuru. Her sister was taking care of a still injured Okita so they might not be able to see each other for a while yet. "I wish we could spent more time together." Heisuke nodded in agreement. "Yeah, I wonder what's gonna happen to us now."

Ichigo held his hand tighter. "Yeah, it's hard to tell which way the war's going to go and Kazama might pop up again." Heisuke grinned ruefully before turning to look up at the now dark sky. "Well I'd like to say if he does show up I'll do whatever it takes to keep you safe." He paused for a moment. "But the truth is I can't hold a candle to him. If Kazama does show up, I don't know what will happen." Ichigo felt Heisuke's grip on her hand tighten. When he turned to look at Ichigo, his eyes seemed far away. "It's like the darkness, you know? We can't see where we're going." Heisuke's eyes focused on Ichigo's. "If you're going down this path with me, then that means walking in darkness."

Ichigo could feel his hand tremble. She could feel her heart swell and both her hands wrapped around his. "I want to stand by you." Ichigo pulled her hand out of his and put both her hands on her hips. "I want make one thing clear." heisuke looked at her in surprise as her mischievous smile from before returned. "I'm not doing this because I want you to protect me. I'll walk down whatever path you walk. I want to walk beside you not behind you."

Heisuke gapped at her. "You... You're..." For a long moment he looked stunned, and then he laughed. "Yeah you're right. You're not the type of woman who needs a man looking out of her all the time." Ichigo reached out her arms and wrapped them around Heisuke and grinned at him. "Well, if we go up demons or something then I might need some help." Heisuke gave a small laugh. "That's not what I meant." He smiled back at her.

Just as Ichigo was about to let go, Heisuke's arms wrapped around her. He pressed his head against her shoulder and his next words were muffled. "Thanks Ichigo, for always knowing how to cheer me up. I was kind of freaking out about Kazama, but I'm telling you now if he show up I'll kick his ass." Ichigo flushed scarlet. "R-really? I'm glad." Heisuke smiled and raised head. "Yeah. No way am I gonna let that chump kidnap you." The blush on Ichigo's cheeks darkened until they were redder than her namesake.

After a few minutes Ichigo tapped Heisuke's shoulder. "Do you want to go back in now?" Heisuke let go of Ichigo and nodded. "Yeah it's getting pretty cold now." By the time to two started to head back in, night had completely fallen and it was completely dark. Ichigo could barely see where she was going. "We need to watch our step." She mused, stepping carefully. Ichigo looked up and was startled to see Heisuke staring directly at her. "Heisuke what's wrong?" The girl asked. Heisuke shook his head slowly. "Oh nothing, just thinking." He paused for a moment. "It's so dark out here, I can barely see where I'm going, but for some reason your face is as clear as day." Ichigo's face grew confused face. Heisuke grinned at her then grabbed Ichigo's wrist. "Eh whatever. Lets hurry up and eat, we haven't anything good in forever." Ichigo nodded in agreement. They squeezed one another's hand and set off back inside.


	17. Chapter 16

**Sorry about the long wait, we had a lot of things to sort out at home and one of us was ill for a while but we're back now**

* * *

><p>One day, after the Shinsengumi moved to Edo, Ichigo was sat working by the window when she felt a cold hand tap her on the back of her head. She spun round to see Sannan standing directly behind her. "Yukimura, do you have a moment?" When Ichigo nodded an affirmation, Sannan continued. "I hope this won't seem rude but seeing as we are in Edo, I was hoping you might take me to your home." Seeing the confused look on the girls face Sannan amended his question. "Perhaps I should have said Kodou's clinic." He carried on, saying that he was hoping that Kodou may have left some of his research on the furies behind.<p>

Ichigo swallowed uneasily for a moment before she replied. "I'll need Hijikata's permission to leave the headquarters, so I don't think it's a very good idea right now." Sannan frowned and replied that Hijikata would give permission but he has meetings all day, so who knows when Ichigo would get to speak with him and if her father did leave something behind that can help improve or control the furies, then he would want it as soon as possible. He made a good point Ichigo thought to herself. It wasn't that she didn't want to go to her old home; she just didn't want to go with Sannan.

Sannan's eyes thinned slightly and when he spoke, his tone was tight. "Is something the matter? Is there something on your mind?" Ichigo remained silent as she tried to think of what to say, when out of the blue a voice spoke. "You're just too embarrassed to admit you've been away for so long that you might not able to find your house." Heisuke said teasingly as he stepped into the room. "Well? Am I right Ichigo?" He grinned at her. Both Ichigo and Sannan turned to face him, a small frown appearing on Sannan's face.

"Heisuke, h-how long have you been there?" Ichigo asked the young swordsman. Heisuke raised an eyebrow at her. "Hmm? Not too long." He winked at Ichigo making her blush slightly, then turned to face Sannan. "So you mind if I tag along Sannan?" Sannan repeated his question in mild confusion. "Well, I was Kodou's clinic just the other day; I can probably get us there a lot quicker than Ichigo can right now."

That's right Heisuke checked in at my house when he went to Edo to recruit new soldiers, but that was far from just the other day Ichigo though to herself. Perhaps he'd felt Sannan didn't really need to know just how many days had passed. After a moment of silence Sannan nodded. "I see. Perhaps it would be best for you to join us." After the words left Sannan's mouth, Heisuke turned to Ichigo with a huge grin on his face. "Just leave it to me. Well, maybe not the searching part. I don't read much, so I'll leave that part to Ichigo." He gave Ichigo a friendly, confident pat on the back and Ichigo felt her cheeks turn red.

On their arrival at Kodou's clinic, Ichigo smiled as she glanced around. She hadn't been home in years and yet it still welcomed me back. After a moment, she turned to Heisuke. "Thank you for coming with me Heisuke. I'm sorry you had to go to all this trouble though." Heisuke merely smiled back and shook his head. "Ah it's nothing don't worry about it. I mean if there something here that can help the furies, that's definitely something that interests me. Besides..." Heisuke's voice dropped until only Ichigo could hear it as his eyes flicked to Sannan's receding back. He was suspicious of Sannan as well.

The house was filled with western books on anatomy and medicine, and bottles of medicinal plants and pills filled all the shelves. As Sannan continued to look around Heisuke spoke to Ichigo. "All right, where do we start? I had a quick look around last time, but I wasn't looking for books and stuff." Ichigo's face turned a bright red as a thought popped into her head. "umm..." she started before stopping. Heisuke only looked at her in confusion and asked what was wrong. Ichigo spoke again this time managing to voice her thoughts. "Did you go into...my room?" Heisuke's face turned red with embarrassment. "Wh-what? N-no, I didn't! I mean, how would I even know which one is yours?!" He cried almost shouting.

On seeing Heisuke's blush, Ichigo grinned. "If you didn't know which one was my room Heisuke, how would you have known that you weren't in there?" Her question only served to deepen Heisuke's blush, which in turn made her smile widen. Hearing a sigh the pair turned to face Sannan. Shaking his head, the bespectacled man turned to the shelves in front of them. "There'll be plenty of time to flirt later. For now, if you see anything that mentions furies, please bring it over here. I'll look through it." Heisuke and Ichigo nodded and went off to look through the piles of books and papers her father had left behind.

After a few minutes of searching, the front door opened. Ichigo's head turned to see a smiling Sen standing behind her. "S-Sen! What are you doing here?" Ichigo gasped happily, moving quickly to hug her friend. "Whatever do you mean? Did I not say we would see you in Edo? I suspected you'd come here, so I thought I'd wait for you." Sen replied with a smile on her face. Her head turned to the males in the room. "I see you've brought young master Toudou and ... Sannan was it?" Heisuke smiled and thanked her for what she did for them the last time they met.

"You are the girl who claims to be a demon, I believe? What is your business here?" Sannan asked, his tone cold. Sen smiled and then turned to Ichigo. "Before we speak of anything else, I fear I have done you wrong." She spoke suddenly, bowing deeply to Ichigo. Ichigo only looked confused until Sen continued to speak. She apologized for her behaviour at their last meeting. "What?! But you said those things to save me!" Ichigo spoke her voice stuttering. After taking a deep breath, Ichigo took hold of Sen's hands. "I'm more worried about you Sen. You made some pretty serious promises to Kazama about... um..."

After the words came out of Ichigo's mouth, Sen smiled gently at her. "You mean the bit about bearing his child." She shook her head and said that it was for the best. Seeing the argument growing on Ichigo's face, Sen lent her forehead against the other girl's. "If you feel sad for me then please, let the man you choose be a man you love. For my sake." Sen quirked an eyebrow up at her friend. "It matters little if he is demon, human or something else as long as you love him." Ichigo flushed slightly as her head turned towards Heisuke.

Sen stepped back from Ichigo and her smile dropped. The room's atmosphere changed and Sen took a deep breath. "Kimigiku has investigated the furies further." Heisuke and Sannan both looked up, and Ichigo could feel their interest burning like fire. Sen carried on to say that the furies that came from the water of life, were like the demons in the west. Heisuke interrupted the demon princess, his brows furrowing in confusion. "Wait a minute, you're telling me there are demons outside of Japan?"

Sen grimaced before answering. "Yes and no. There are creatures that are much like us in some ways, and quite different from us in others." She continued, saying that they have the same strength and healing abilities that Japanese demons have, but they suffer from bloodlust and feel weak under the sun unlike her and Ichigo. "Then... the weaknesses the furies have aren't the result of some mistake, we just inherited them from the western demons." Heisuke mused quietly.

A moment of silence filled the room before Sannan spoke. "This is fascinating... so this demon blood is what allows the water of life to give such god-like power to humans." Sen looked at the man in astonishment. When she spoke, her voice was full of frustrated anger. "Godlike? Don't be ridiculous. You do not understand the consequences of forcing demonic power into a human shell." That caught the full attention of the two furies. "...What do you mean by that?" Heisuke spoke but his tone was wary, as if he wasn't sure if he wanted to hear her answer. "Is there more than just being weak during the day and going crazy for blood?"

Sen sighed and closed her eyes, turning away from him. "As you know, furies share the same regeneration and strength as demons, but the original body of the fury is still human." She paused slightly before opening her eyes and looking directly at the two swordsmen. "A human body can't handle the demonic power that the water of live grants, and every time a fury heals their wounds or uses their newfound strength; they chip away at their very lives." She spoke quietly but her voice carried, as if her words were the ringing of a funeral processions bells.

The room fell silent until Ichigo spoke. "Th-then... Heisuke and Sannan..." Sen glanced at her before she spoke again, not looking anyone in the eye. "During the experiments the Shogunate conducted, each of the furies used up the life they had, and turned to ash." Ichigo gasped upon hearing the words leave her friends lips. "What're you saying? You mean Sannan and I are just gonna die soon?" Heisuke spoke, his voice filled with anger and fear. Sen replied saying that both Sannan and Heisuke would need to refrain from using their powers as a fury, if they didn't want to shorten their life span's further. "Well, your warning is very much appreciated." Sannan replied his voice was icy calm. Sen turned to Ichigo, said her goodbyes she turned and left. The room fell silent until Sannan spoke. "Well, we may not have found anything useful here, but we did learn how to cure the bloodlust hm?" After those dry words, he turned and left.

Heisuke and Ichigo were alone, only an awkward silence kept them company until Heisuke spoke. "C'mon Ichigo, why are you looking so spooked? After all, we did learn something. That's good right?" As he spoke, a smile filled his face. Ichigo looked at him sadly. "Aren't you scared...?" She asked the brunette swordsman, her voice nearly a whisper. Heisuke simply shrugged. "Yeah a little bit, but I can't say I haven't benefited from becoming a fury. Hardy seems fair to complain now." He gave Ichigo a smile and continued. "Besides, so long as I don't go crazy with this stuff, I should be able to live a little longer, right? Just need to lay off the super-strength and regeneration." He laughed, still smiling at her.

"You don't have to act tough, Heisuke." Ichigo realised she was almost crying but ignored it. Heisuke's smile left his face as he stared blankly at her. "What're you talking about? I'm not acting." Ichigo suddenly found herself blinking furiously to try and stop any tears escaping. "Yes you are! Just watching you try to smile hurts. I know I can't really do anything for you, but please promise me that you'll tell me when you're having a hard time. I don't want you putting on an act for my sake." Ichigo's voice fell to a mumble by the end, and she found herself staring at the floor.

Heisuke stared at her in amazement for a moment, before he laughed then spoke with a kind smile on his face. "Thanks Ichigo, I don't know if I can keep that promise though... you know me, I'm a show-off. I always gotta act tough in front of the girl I l-I mean in front of you. That's just what guy's do, right?" He paused for a moment to give Ichigo a genuine smile before continuing. "Besides I know I'd die before I'd let something happen to you. So... I don't think I can really make that promise."

Ichigo turned her head to face him and thought to herself. Even after learning he'd probably die long be for his time, he was still trying his best to look cool. It was hard for me to fault him, though, because whenever he smiled it was like the rain stopped and the sun peeked through the clouds. Smiling broadly Ichigo looked up at him. "Heisuke... You're such an idiot." Heisuke reached out and pulled Ichigo into his arms. "Heh. Well, maybe I am. And look, don't think you can't do anything for me, all right? Just having you around makes me happy enough so... thanks. Again" He told her with a faint blush colouring his cheeks. Ichigo smiled against his shoulder. No matter how he might be feeling, Heisuke would always have a smile for me that's just the kind of man he was. She thought to herself.

The cold February air hit the two of them the moment they stepped outside. "Aren't you cold?" Heisuke asked, turning to face Ichigo. His companion took a moment to answer. "Hm? Oh, no, I'm all right. Isn't winter almost over? It should be spring soon..." Ichigo had been secretly relishing the chilly weather. "Yeah, you're right. It's almost spring... hey Ichigo? I was thinking about what Sen said earlier..." The smile he once had was now gone. He sighed and frowned at the girl. "Well, she said that if we use our fury powers a lot then we'll turn into ash, but if that's the case then why hasn't something happened to Sannan yet?"

Ichigo placed her hand on her chin as she replied. "I hadn't thought of that..." She murmured. "Do you think Sen might have gotten something wrong?" Heisuke shook his head noncommittally and stared of into the distance. "Well, I don't know about that... I was just thinking maybe he does get the bloodlust, but he..." Hearing Heisuke's words trail off, Ichigo glanced over at him and gasped in surprise. Heisuke had bent double with pain, and sweat was already beginning to give his skin a sickly shine. When he swallowed, it was clearly with great effort, and Ichigo could hear pain in breath he drew.

Heisuke grinned weakly at her and tried to speak. "H-heh... what're the chances?" Ichigo knew what she had to do. She pulled out her sword and drew it swiftly across her arm. "Ah! Here, Heisuke. Drink this!" The pain had brought Heisuke to his knees, so when he reached up to take her hand Ichigo was struck with the sudden realization that he looked like a man begging a priest for forgiveness. Ichigo felt his lips touch her wrist and winced. His tongue felt strange against the wound on her arm, and her first instinct was to pull away but she ignored her instincts for the moment. If this is all it takes to take away his pain, then a little discomfort on my part is nothing, Ichigo thought to herself. He drank ravenously, and tiny droplets of fresh blood trickled down Heisuke's lips and chin.

At last he seemed to have had his fill and he sat back, his eye's clearer then they had been before. "Man... not again... sorry about that, Ichigo." Heisuke stood up, his body shaking. Ichigo placed her arms around him and smiled warmly. "Oh, it's not a problem at all! I'll heal right up. If this makes you hurt less, then I'll do it as many time's as I have to." Heisuke pushed her away and looked into her eyes before he sighed. "... You're not real bright, are you? Even if it heals, it still hurts." Ichigo wrapped Heisuke in her arms again. Yes it hurt, but a quick cut on my arm was an easy price to pay if it would end the heart-wrenching agony Heisuke suffered under the influence of the bloodlust, she thought. Ichigo thought about telling him so, but decided a smile would suffice.

Several days passed the Shinsengumi was renamed the Kouyou regulatory company in an attempt to disguise themselves from the imperial army, and sent to secure the area surrounding Koufu castle. Kondou returned, along with the new orders, after his long absence. The fury corps was held back in the interest of continued secrecy, but nearly everyone else was ordered to depart for Koufu.

Only a few days after the Kouyou regulatory company was 'formed' and ordered to Koufu, Hijikata called for Heisuke and Ichigo. He looked slightly haggard, and sterner than usual. He sighed as he looked up at the pair. "It's going to be rough for Kondou, but this is a battle we won't win." He stated grimly. Ichigo blinked at the resignation in his words. "What? But it hasn't even started! How can you be so sure?" She asked him. Heisuke put his hand on Ichigo's shoulder and squeezed gently. "Calm down, Ichigo. If Hijikata thinks so, then he's probably right." Hijikata sighed and glared at the reports in front of him. "Kondou wasn't at Toba-Fushimi. He still thinks we can win if we get close, regardless of how powerful their gun's are. It's... not that easy."

The room fell silent until Ichigo spoke. "If you already know you're going to lose, why are you going? Wouldn't it be better to leave this battle before it starts and prepare for the next one?" Hijikata scowled at the girl before he replied. "You don't think I've already suggested that? You know Kondou. He'd never back down from a fight. Most I can do try and limit our casualties. Which is why you two are here. I want you two to prepare for our counterattack. Work with Matsumoto and gather up as many guns and as much ammo as you can." Such an order was nothing strange of Heisuke, but it was rare for Hijikata to directly order Ichigo to do anything of importance.

"Um... Hijikata? Are you sure you want me to stay here? I'm not supposed to go with the regulatory company?" Ichigo asked unsurely. Hijikata sighed and sat down with a quiet groan. Looking back up at her his gaze softened slightly. "Why send you to battle we know we're going to lose? Safer to stay here. Well, maybe not as safe as I'd like." Heisuke chuckled and grinned at the vice-commander. "Hey, c'mon. I'm going to be here, and so is a bunch of the other guys. You're hurting my feelings vice-commander." He grinned, but Hijikata just shook his head. There was no trace of a smile there, instead his frown deepened even further.

"I'm not doubting you, Heisuke. Have you heard about the killer who's been running around Edo?" Hijikata asked, turning to Heisuke. A moment of silence filled the room until Hijikata spoke again. "I saw one of his victims. The body was cut up so bad we couldn't even identify it." Ichigo gasped silently. She didn't know if Heisuke had, but she'd certainly heard the rumours. The killer didn't care if his victims were men or women, old or young. Hijikata looked directly at the pair in front of him. "That remind you of anything another dead guy, back in Kyoto maybe?" Heisuke's eyes widened in realisation. "Oh shit... you mean Sannan...?" Hijikata nodded in acknowledgement.

Back in Kyoto, Sannan and his team of furies had spent most of their time chasing down or killing ronin. Once, they'd cut a man almost literally to ribbons. Ichigo hadn't seen it herself, but the descriptions she'd heard had been sickening. If these Edo killing were similar... "But it's not ronin this time! These people are just... people! Do you really think Sannan could... could...?" Before the rest of the words could come out of Ichigo's mouth, Hijikata interrupted her. "I'm not saying anything yet, but you should be prepared for the worst...and don't tell Sannan any of this." He turned to Heisuke. "Heisuke, while I'm gone I want you keeping an eye on Sannan... and her, too." Heisuke nodded.

"Wait a minute." Ichigo cried, a sudden thought running through her mind. "I know Chizuru's with Okita, but is she going to be okay? Okita is a pretty big target for the enemy after all." Silence met her words for a moment before Hijikata looked away from her. After fighting a nearly visible battle within himself, Hijikata turned to face her once more. "I received word from Dr Matsumoto. Okita and your sister were on their way to meet us when they had an... encounter with your brother." He held up a hand to stop her from speaking. "The gist of it was, Kaoru attacked and in the heat of the fight he forced Chizuru to drink the water of life."

Ichigo was stunned. Her baby sister was a fury? Swallowing the lump in her throat, she looked back up at the man in front of her. "But she's... their both okay right?" She asked, her voice trembling slightly. Seeing Hijikata nod at her, she gave a sigh of relief. "At least their alright. As long as their alive anything else can be sorted." Smiling weakly she staggered towards her room to rest. The next day the mansion felt strangely empty. Only Ichigo, Heisuke and the fury corps remained.

Several days later, Heisuke and Ichigo were on their way back from a meeting with doctor Matsumoto. Hijikata had sat the wheels in motion before he left, so their task had been relatively easy. Sannan, however, was still a concern. So far he hadn't done anything to merit suspicion, and Ichigo was beginning to think that perhaps Hijikata been over thinking things.

Heisuke and Ichigo were nearly back to mansion when Heisuke held out a hand to stop Ichigo. She turned her head to face Heisuke to ask him what was wrong, but Heisuke placed his hand over her mouth, making her blush. Her blush quickly left when she realised the same thing he did. It was too quiet. Something was defiantly wrong. After finding the mansion was completely deserted, the two ran into the streets. With the imperial army still on the march and the more recent rumours' of vicious killings in the city, it wasn't surprising to find no one on the street at night.

Heisuke began to shout at himself. "Dammit... Hijikata told me keep an eye on Sannan." Ichigo placed her hand on his shoulder. "It's not your fault, Heisuke. Even you can't watch him all the time." Heisuke ran his hands through his hair in frustration. "I guess you're right... still, we've gotta find him as soon as possible." The two of them had no real evidence to suggest why Sannan and the fury corps had disappeared, but it wasn't difficult to guess. Their hopes that they might be wrong were shattered by a scream.

A pair of men stood several yards away, each with a glistening sword in their hands. Lying at their feet was a young girl, face-down in a pool of blood. Both Heisuke and Ichigo drew their swords. Ichigo's sword ran deep into one man's side while Heisuke's carved a deep red line through the other's legs. They watched as the two men stood, unconcerned with their mortal wounds, and Ichigo felt her stomach drop. "Furies?! Then they're..." As Ichigo spoke their wounds closed and they turned to run. Before Ichigo or Heisuke could begin to give chase, they heard whisper of metal passing through flesh. One of the furies froze, twitched, and...Split. Standing behind him, glaring out at the two of them through the spray of blood, was a demon.

Heisuke's eye's went wide as he spoke "Kazama?!" Ichigo ran to the girl and turned her over to check for a pulse. There was none. As Ichigo stood back up she turned to Kazama and spoke with an angry look on her face. "Why are you here?" She growled at him. He merely raised an eyebrow at her before he replied. "I could ask you the same thing. Now, could you tell your pet Shinsengumi to stop adding to my problems by releasing their disgusting creatures into the streets?" Heisuke rolled the dead fury over with his foot and grimaced. He was one of the Shinsengumi's.

"Yeah, this was one of our guys. I don't know though..." Heisuke looked at Kazama for several long moments, weighing his options. At last he sighed. Heisuke then spoke saying that the fury corps leader seems to do whatever he wants when the chief's was out of town. "Pathetic. But then, what can one expect from farmers and peasants? You can't even control your own men." Kazama sneered. Ichigo stay silent, trying her hardest to ignore the demons dig at the Shinsengumi. Kazama considered them for a few moments before continuing. "Fine. Tell me where I can find the so called leader of these creatures."

Heisuke glanced at him in surprise. "Why? Don't tell me you're planning on helping us." Kazama did intend on helping them, but for his own reasons. Ichigo glared at him, but he only smirked back at her. Heisuke frowned, none too pleased about having Kazama around, but there was no denying the demon's skill.

The three of them searched the city, but found no more of the Shinsengumi's furies. "We can't find them anywhere. There are a lot of them and the streets are practically empty. I don't know where they all went..." Heisuke nearly yelled in his frustration, as Ichigo nodded in agreement. Kazama shot them a condescending look. "Have you considered that perhaps you are merely a terrible investigator? Clearly I should have conducted this search on my own. No doubt I would have found them already..." Kazama replied in a sarcastic tone. Heisuke turned to him, annoyed and tired. "Yeah, well, I didn't ask you to stick around. You want to go off and find them on your own? Fine by me! And go get stuffed while you're at it!" Ichigo scowled at them and reached over to cover Heisuke's mouth the same way he had earlier. "Calm down Heisuke, we still have to find Sannan. And you..." She turned to Kazama. "Your not helping."

Their bickering continued in the form of under-the-breath insults and muttering until they returned to the Shinsengumi mansion. Something caught Ichigo's eyes and she narrowed them to see easier. "Guys, over there! Is that Sannan and... Sen?" Heisuke's head shot towards the area Ichigo was pointing to and Kazama's eyes widened. "What? Why would a demon princess have anything to do with a fake?" Ichigo was too far away to hear what they were saying, but it sounded as if they were arguing. Just as Ichigo began wondering what they could be arguing about, Sannan suddenly leaned forward and wrapped his arms around Sen. Ichigo face lit up with shock. They were kissing? Ichigo glanced over at Heisuke. He looked just as confused, and more than a little disgusted. Neither of them knew what to make of the strange scene before them, but the fear and hate in Sen's eyes left no doubt that this was not a romantic encounter.

Sen collapsed to the floor, and as she lifted her head Ichigo saw something red fall from her lips. Sannan turned to see the three of them standing there. "Oh my, I didn't expect to see you here. Have you come to witness her last moments before she becomes a fury?" Ichigo gasped and Heisuke's eyes filled with shock. "No... Sannan, don't tell me you made her drink the water of life?!" He cried, praying for the older man to deny it. "No of course not. I've no need for that any longer. Anyone who drinks my blood will become a fury under my command!" Sannan shook his head as he replied; his voice shook just slightly with the unmistakable tremor of ecstatic madness.

There was no denying that Sen was in extreme pain. "Sannan why did you do this to Sen?!" Ichigo shouted at Sannan, her voice filled with anger. "Isn't that obvious? She is to be the glorious leader of the kingdom of the furies! In name, at least." Sannan replied. Kazama stepped forwards, drawing his sword as he did. "Enough of this bullshit!" He continued move forwards as he spoke. "You utter filth! Disgusting animal! How dare you even touch a pure-blooded demon? You are nothing! A fake! I'll tear you to pieces and scatter them to the four winds!"

Both men launched themselves forward with a roar. Sannan chuckled as he held the demon back. "Well, you're awfully angry, aren't you? He he he... I think you'll probably kill me if I don't do something. So do something, princess Sen kill them!" Sen had managed to push herself of the ground and was leaning against the wall, still breathing heavily through the pain. "I...will never...yield to the likes of you!"

"I suppose I should have known a demon princess would be somewhat more resilient. Not like rabble" Sannan gestured carelessly with one hand, and more furies than Ichigo could count crept from the shadows. They appeared on the roof of the mansion, from behind wall, through window... everywhere. Both Ichigo and Heisuke drew their swords and moved so that they were back-to-back. Before Sannan made his escape he turned his head and shot one last remark towards them. "It looks as if I'll have to wait a bit longer before my demon princess is ready to become a fury bride."

"You're going to run away? Damnit move it, jerks!" Ichigo screamed in desperation. Sannan grinned and giggled to himself, while Kazama growled and ground his teeth. "Your laugh is annoying. Your pathetic creations won't stop me. You'll soon feel my sword in your throat!" Sannan grinned once more and motioned to the furies. As one the former fury corps leapt at Heisuke and the two demons. "Well, I look forward to our encounter, in the kingdom of the furies." Sannan called as he vanished, taking Sen with him. Ichigo began to run after them. "Ichigo! Say there!" Heisuke called to her. "But Sen is..." She called back in desperation, but her voice was drowned out by the sound for sword on sword.

That battle only lasted a few minutes, but when it was over Ichigo felt as if it had been hours since they had last seen Sannan and Sen. Ichigo couldn't say a thing, the only thing she could do was stare at a ground that was littered with dead furies. Heisuke's shoulders drooped, and Kazama slammed his fist into a wall over and over, cursing with each blow. "Damn that fake! How dare he outwit me!" No matter how much the two boys cursed and shout, Ichigo couldn't hear them. The only thing on her mind was if Sen was ok, but all she could do was pray that she was safe.


	18. Chapter 17

As Hijikata had predicted, the Kouyou regulatory company met with bitter defeat at Koufu castle. Even after facing the deadly carnage of a modern gun battle, Kondou refused to change. This was the final straw for Sanosuke and Shinpachi, and they turned their backs on the Shinsengumi. Bit by bit, the captain's Ichigo and her sister met back in Kyoto were going away.

Following on the heels of their victory at Koufu, the imperial army spread their influence into edo, driving the Shinsengumi north once again. Shinpachi and Sanosuke had left, Okita was still trying to fight off his disease with Chizuru by his side and Inoue and Yamazaki had passed away, but even the far north wasn't safe. Ichigo and the others were surrounded, and Kondou was captured. Kondou had wished to commit honourable suicide when everyone was surrounded, but Hijikata convinced him to surrender instead, hoping that perhaps he could survive with attention diverted by the chief's surrender, the rest were able to escape, but despite Hijikata's best efforts to his sentence commuted or removed Kondou was executed.

Though the shinsengunmi had lost their chief and many of their comrades, they continued to push north under their new leader, Toshizo Hijikata. Perhaps they did it out of desire to honour what their friends and companions had fought for, or perhaps because there was simply no other choice. Whatever the reason, it suited Ichigo's intentions fine. The foremost concern on Ichigo and Heisuke's mind was the location of Sannan and, by extension, Sen.

As they moved north, they heard frequent rumours of brutal murders like the ones they'd heard of in Kyoto and Edo. Men and women of all ages had been slaughtered indiscriminately, their bodies sliced to ribbons. From time to time, they actually came across these corpses their selves. They confirmed that they were on Sannan's trail, but they were hardly a pleasant sight eventually their travels took them to the home of the Aizu clan.

Aizu was a powerful domain in the northeast led by Katamori Matsudaira, a former Kyoto military commissioner. They were also one of the few domains the Shinsengumi counted among their allies. It was decided that the Shinsengumi would fight under Matsudaira in the battles to come. They were given rooms in a house in the town surrounding Shirakawa castle. Later that night, Hijikata sent for both Heisuke and Ichigo. As the girl stepped into the room, her eyes widened. Glancing over at her, Heisuke carried on speaking.

"C'mon, don't you think these look kinda weird? They're tight in all the wrong places." He moaned at Hijikata. As he was speaking Ichigo stayed silent. For a moment she hadn't recognized him. Heisuke looked curiously at her, took a step closer to her and began waving his open hand in front of her face to try and snap her out of it. "Hey, Ichigo. Are you listening?"

Ichigo continued to stay silent. T_he voice was the same, but his appearance is...different. Very different. _She thought to herself.Heisuke turned to Hijikata. "...Hey Hijikata. Do I look funny?" Hijikata scoffed as he replied to his subordinate. "That matters? If we're going to be using guns, western clothes are better...why are you asking me anyway?" Heisuke's eyes turned to Ichigo as he spoke. "Well, Ichigo seems to have gone into shock. I figured I must look pretty hideous."

Even the two men staring at her couldn't bring her out of her daze. The girl's thoughts were running wild, only just registering Heisuke's last comment. _N__o, that wasn't it at all. Everyone had gotten new uniforms after coming to Aizu. No, this was because of heisuke's hair. He'd always kept it long before, so to see him like this was something of a shock. Still, it wasn't all bad. In fact, it was almost... _"Sexy." She murmured quietly.

"Hm? You say something?" As Heisuke spoke, he gave Ichigo a grin causing her cheeks to heat up. She quickly shook her head, panicking slightly. "O-oh no... Nothing. Nothing at all. It...Um...it looks really good on you." Heisuke grinned at the now highly embarrassed Ichigo. "Yeah? Well, if you think so, that's good enough for me." He flashed another grin at her, and then set to loosening his sleeves and cuffs in what Ichigo confessed was rather showy a manner. Ichigo kept sneaking glances at him out of the corner of her eye until Hijikata sighed exasperatedly.

"Enough showing off. I called you here for a reason." Hijikata scowled at them. Heisuke's head immediately snapped towards Hijikata. "Oh yeah. So what's up?" He asked curiously. Hijikata sighed before he spoke. "We've got a problem." He placed a letter into Heisuke's open hand and continued. "Take a look at this. It's a letter from Sendai to the Aizu." Heisuke opened the letter and read it. He began to read it out loud. "This is from Sendai to bunch of domains... 'why we must not yield to this new regime'..?"

Ichigo frowned slightly. "So they're telling the other domains that the new government's pressuring them, but they aren't going to give in, and that we should all fight against the imperial army as long as we can?" Hijikata nodded at her before replying. "Close enough. Sendai's made an alliance with the Aizu and the other northern clans called the great northern alliance." He sighed and pointed at the letter as he continued. "This letter is telling everyone to fight to the last men. They probably sent it to everyone in the alliance."

Heisuke and Ichigo glanced at each other before they looked at Hijikata in confusion. "...Hijikata, did you just bring us in here to show us a letter? I mean, maybe I'm missing something, but this sound like good news for us." Heisuke asked, voicing both his and Ichigo's thoughts. Hijikata frowned and shook his head. "The letter is fine. Look at the end of it again." Heisuke did as he was told and read the end of the letter again. "... 'Therefore it is our duty as patriots to oppose this new'…" He froze and Ichigo saw his eyes widen. The smile that had been playing about his face suddenly disappeared. Ichigo reached for Heisuke's shoulder. "Wh-what's wrong, Heisuke?" When he next spoke, his voice sounded strangely hollow. "Signed, Keisuke Sannan, retainer of the Sendai domain." Ichigo's eyes widened and she gasped.

Hijikata was the one to break the silence. "Don't know what he did, but he must have managed to finagle his way into the Sendai higher- ups." A few seconds of silence past before Hijikata continued. "The furies and Sannan are a problem we created. Now they're a problem we need to UN-create." Ichigo spoke "I have to go, for Sen's sake, but…" Hijikata nodded in acknowledgement and spoke. "Yes we're on the Aizu's payroll now. We can't just run off and do whatever without their say-so. Even if we did, the Shinsengumi heading into Sendai as an army might cause problems between the Aizu and Sendai."

He didn't mention it, but both Heisuke and Ichigo knew Hijikata had hurt his leg in the battle earlier, and had placed Saito in temporary command of the Shinsengumi front-line forces. Everyone wanted to stop Sannan, but the Shinsengumi was effectively immobilized. What was everyone going to do next? Suddenly Heisuke's bitter laughter made Ichigo look up. "I get it. You called me in here because you want me to go to Sendai. Isn't that right Hijikata? As far as the world knows, Sannan and I are dead after all. Send a dead man after a dead man huh?"

Ichigo turned to him with a sad look in her eyes. "You don't have to say it like that." She whispered. Lately Heisuke had become increasingly bitter when speaking of himself. Ichigo wasn't sure when it had started, but she suspected it was around the time of Sen and Kimiguku's revelation about the source of a fury's powers. A frown would darken his face whenever someone mentioned furies it made Ichigo sad to see him that way.

After the few seconds of silence Hijikata spoke. "It's all right Ichigo. He can say what he wants. Doesn't change the fact that I'm ordering him to go take care of Sannan." Heisuke nodded and looked down. "Yeah, well, I've got a little unfinished business with that bastard anyway. Orders received, commander. I'll be heading out as soon as possible." Heisuke was suffering; anyone could see it. Every time the bloodlust took him, he was reminded once again of the fact that he was no longer human, and that his life would end all too soon but this negative behaviour was so unlike him.

Ichigo called out to him. "Heisuke please wait!" Hijikata stopped by placing his hand on her shoulder. "Let him be Ichigo, let him go." His voice was calm, almost casual, but there was no mistaking his words for a request. His face was drawn, and his eyes were sunken and tired. The war was draining his spirit, and sending Heisuke to Sendai was yet another burden he would clearly rather not bear. Hijikata spoke again, his voice weary. "I can't send men from our fighting divisions. We can't spare them, and it might piss someone off. Heisuke's the only fury who's been publicly declared dead. He's my only choice."

"There's really no other option?" Ichigo asked as she turned to face Hijikata. Hijikata shook his head. "You think I haven't looked for one? No. It's just him. Besides, he's probably the only man might actually stand a chance against Sannan." Ichigo turned her face away from the man as she thought to herself. "_He would be alone... he would go to sannan alone, suffer the bloodlust alone, and fight Sannan alone... perhaps he would even die alone." _Ichigo shook her head and looked back up at the commander. "Please, let me go with him. I owe Sen. I have to help save her... and I want to help save Heisuke, too." When she spoke her voice was soft and calm.

Hijikata stared at her, his eyes piercing and his face unreadable. Ichigo stared back with as much intensity as she could muster. At last, he let out a long sigh and shook his head ruefully. "We kept you locked up because we were trying to find Kodou, and we didn't want you or Chizuru finding out why. Not much point now... hell hasn't been much point for a while." Ichigo's eyes lit up as her mind processed his words. "Then...I can go with Heisuke?" Hijikata smiled slightly at her excitement. "Yeah. Sorry about all this. Consider yourself free to leave whenever you want." Ichigo laughed, caught up in thought of the cold man everyone called the demon apologizing. It was strangely amusing to the girl. "Well, I haven't really thought of myself as locked up here for a long time... I did at first, but the longer I stayed the more this place started to be, well, home."

Hijikata snorted. "Feeling pretty frank, are we?" Ichigo grinned and shot the bemused man a wink. "Perhaps it's the influence of the Shinsengumi. It's hard to be intimidated by you when I can still remember nearly sending you onto our back." Hijikata mock glared at her for a moment as he remembered the incident. "Exactly, you nearly knocked me back." Hijikata and Ichigo looked at one another for a moment, just smiling at each other. Ichigo hadn't seen him smile like that since Kondou passed away. Ichigo stood up and moved toward the door. Just before she left, Hijikata called out to her, his voice low. "Take care of Heisuke." Ichigo looked back and nodded in affirmation, then she stepped through the door and Hijikata was out of sight. Suddenly Ichigo felt very lonely.

Ichigo made her way to Heisuke's room to find him leaning against the wall, his hand clasped to his chest and his hair pure white. Heisuke was coughing in pain. Ichigo called his name and ran to his side. It was the bloodlust! "Damnit... not again...!" His voice was distorted in pain. Ichigo's hands were shaking, but this had to be done. She was going with him. There was no backing out now. She didn't hesitate as she grabbed her blade and sliced neatly through her skin. "Here Heisuke, drink!"

"But..." He hesitated, trying desperately to look away from the blood slowly dripping down her arm. Ichigo pushed her arm closer to Heisuke. "You have to! It'll all be for nothing if you die now!" Her voice was almost a little angry. Heisuke was gasping in pain as he stared at her. "You're... right... I can't die yet." Like an animal tending to a wound, he began to slowly lick the blood from Ichigo's arm. The more he drank, the steadier his breathing became. Ichigo could see the pain fade from his face.

A part of her felt happy then, he was suffering but in a small way she was able to help him. When at last he spoke, his voice was weak. "Sorry for... sorry. It... it helped. You staying here, I mean." Ichigo smiled gently at him. "If it happens again, I don't want you to be afraid to ask me for help, okay? After all, I've decided to go to Sendai with you." Ichigo wanted to be by his side wherever he went.

Ichigo looked up at him still smiling until he spoke. "... No. you have to stay here, Ichigo." Those words broke Ichigo's heart. "What...?" her voice was full of disbelief. Heisuke looked away from her. "Here. You have to stay here." For a moment Ichigo was silent, and then anger and sadness swept over her like a storm. "Why?! If anyone should stay put, it should be you!" She stopped for a moment then carried on. "Look at how much pain you're already in! If you do find Sannan, and fight him, you'll have to use your fury powers and... And then…"

Heisuke spun around as he replied his voice filled with anger. "And what? I'll turn into ash? You really think that matters? I've been like this for a long time!" He turned his head so their eye's lost contact then spoke again, this time his voice was softer. "I wouldn't be surprised if I crumbled into ash tomorrow!" After the last word left his mouth his shoulders slumped, and he stared down at the floor. After a few moment of silent he spoke again. "... I can stop Sannan. I have to. Hell, I already died at Aburano Koji. It's already a miracle that I'm talking to you right now. I'm a dead man, so I might as well take Sannan with me when I go..." For a moment all Ichigo could do was stare at him in shock. "How could you say that?" She gasped, feeling the beginnings of tears at the corner of her eyes. "Well, I'm gonna die no matter what I do, so I figure it's better to die fighting!" Heisuke replied, his voice angry again.

The crack of her palm across his face echoed through the room. Heisuke gave out a little gasp before Ichigo began to talk. "Heisuke, you're still alive." Tears began to run down her face but she carried on. "But you want to just give up on that?! Isn't your life worth anything to you? Aren't your friends worth anything to you? WHY WOULD YOU RATHER DIE?" She paused then spoke; her voice was softer this time. "I don't want to lose you Heisuke!" Heisuke looked at her, completely stunned. "Ichigo... You..." Ichigo took a step back; the tears ran down her face much faster then before. She looked at Heisuke's slap mark and ran out of the room. When Heisuke shook of what Ichigo had done, he ran out the room looking for her.

He ran around in vain until, out of the corner of his eye, he saw her sitting on a bench looking up at the night sky. He walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. For several long moments, the two of them stayed silent. When he spoke, Ichigo felt one of his tears ran down her face. "I'm practically dead already... why are you doing this? I've given up. It's over. Why can't you see that? For all we know, my legs could turn into ash tomorrow." Ichigo she reached for his hand. "Then I'll carry you."

He frowned slightly at her before he spoke again. "And what happens when we try and grab onto our future and my arms crumble away into nothing?" Ichigo lent against his chest and tightened her grip on his hand. "Then I'll do it for you!" Ichigo tried to smile, to reassure him. After a long silence, Heisuke moved to look at Ichigo, and his face was gentle, friendly one Ichigo had known for so long. Not even the water of life could take it away. Heisuke spoke "I'm not still that much of a kid that I'm gonna start feeling better just cause someone tells me to all right? And I don't really think there's any way to save a fury..." After a quick breath he spoke once more. "But...I think I can believe in you, and you seem to think there's a way. I don't know when I might die." He reached towards Ichigo, and she felt his hand delicately wipe the tears from her cheek. He smiled and spoke again "But I figure I can live a little longer. For you."

The two left Shirakawa under the cover of night. The forest that separated the Aizu and Sendai domains spread out before them, dark, thick and foreign. There was no way for them to know just how influence Sannan had managed to gain, but once they entered Sendai they would be in his territory. They both decided it was best to try and enter unnoticed, but out of nowhere a familiar voice approached. Their heads turned to see Kazama. As soon as their eyes met both Ichigo and Heisuke had their hand on their swords. "What are you doing here?" He asked them, his drawl making Ichigo shiver in disgust. "I could ask you the same thing." Heisuke shot back, anger clear in his voice.

The tension between them was so high; each man was practically throwing off sparks. "Just calm down Heisuke. And Kazama ... you didn't come all this way just so you could be snarky with us, did you?" Ichigo spoke trying to stop the two before a fight would break out. Kazama turned to face her. "No, I did not. I came here to kill that vile impostor, and take back what is rightfully mine. You are correct that I have not come to play with you."

Heisuke turned to him and snarled at him. "Play? You arrogant piece of…" But before he could finish Ichigo pressed her finger to his lips, silencing him and making his face turn scarlet. "Please, both of you calm down! If we make to much noise, they're going to find us!" Nothing good would come of fighting each other, and both males seemed to grudgingly accept it. There were fierce scowls all around, but their hands didn't touch their swords. There was no telling how long that awkward truce might last, though. Ichigo sighed. A moment later she tensed. In the same instant, Heisuke and Kazama dropped into a fighting stance and unsheathed their swords. The moment the two had drawn their swords, a man materialized from the shadows behind each of them. Heisuke struck down the one behind Kazama, who returned the favour.

As the males put their swords away, Heisuke spoke. "These must be Sannan's furies... Whoa, what's wrong, Ichigo?" He asked, noticing the slightly panicked look on her face. She shook her head before she replied. "I just... I thought that you two were actually about to fight each other." Heisuke grinned at her. "Well, I'm not gonna lie, I sure would love to fight this bastard. If those guys hadn't shown up, maybe I would have." Kazama snorted derisively, before he turned to send Heisuke a smug smile. "A fight? Please. It would have been a slaughter." Heisuke glared at the demon, his fists shaking near his sword hilt. "Watch it Kazama." The younger male snapped. Ichigo couldn't help but grin to herself at the small argument. Kazama frowned as he looked around. "It seems rather strange that he would dispatch only two men. Perhaps these are only watchdogs placed at the border?"

"A keen insight, lord of the Kazama family." A familiar voice suddenly echoed through the trees. "Kimigiku!" Ichigo cried, happy to see her friend. The female ninja jumped down in front of them and sent Ichigo a small smile. "It is good to see you again Ichigo although I must apologize. My skills do not tend toward direct combat, so I could only watch." She bowed and Ichigo gestured in embarrassment for her to stand back up. "Kimigiku... about Sen…" Ichigo started, only for Kimigiku to interrupt her. "I know what happened. If only I had stayed by my lady's side."

"Even if you had, I doubt you would have been able to help." Kazama said dismissively. Heisuke turned and shouted at him. "Hey man, don't be like that." Kimigiku and Sen were more than just master and servant... they were friends. Perhaps Kazama's words were true, but they were also harsh. Kimigiku looked over at Heisuke, a sad smile on her face. "No Toudou, it's all right. He is correct. I am quite aware that I would likely have been able to nothing, had I been there." After a short sigh she carried on. "That is why I have been investigating the situation here in Sendai while I waited for you."

"Then you've already penetrated his defences? What've you found out?" Heisuke asked eagerly. Kimigiku nodded before she replied. "Sannan has somehow won the favour of the lord of Sendai, and is increasing the number of fury soldiers under his command almost daily. They are all fanatically loyal to him." Before Sannan had disappeared, he had told us that he intended to found a kingdom of furies. Ichigo hadn't believed him at the time, but if what Kimigiku was saying was true, then his twisted dream might be well on its way to becoming a reality.

"Kimigiku...do you know what happened to Sen?" Ichigo asked quietly, almost afraid to hear the answer. Kimigiku smiled sadly, though with a hint of pride. "My lady has continued to resist the fury blood, and so Sannan has confined her to Sendai castle." Ichigo could see her fist tighten, as did Kazama's. "Damnit… I doubt a true demon can be conquered by the blood of a fury, but... no reason to take a chance." The demon muttered darkly.

"I agree. We should move as soon as possible. I'll try and find out a way into the castle and join you later... I work better alone" Kimigiku nodded in agreement with him. After few moments silence, Heisuke spoke. "Sendai castle, huh? Home of the lord of the Sendai domain. It's gonna be well-defended..." Ichigo watched Kimigiku leave, her heart heavy with worry. There was no way to avoid it; they would have to go to Sendai castle. As she was trying to decide what they should do next, Kazama turned and began to walk into the forest.

"Kazama, where are you going? I think we should stick together." Ichigo called to him. Kazama glanced scathingly at her. "Don't be ridiculous. We are after that same thing, so we have no reason to fight one another, but that does not mean we need to be friends." Ichigo wouldn't have expected anything else from him. Kazama glanced at her, then turned away to cough awkwardly. "I'll give you one piece of advice. If there's anything you want to do, do it now." He sighed and rolled his eyes and carried on. "Tomorrow night, at midnight, Amagiri will cause a... commotion at the far border." After a quick breath he continued. "That should draw their attention, and leave Sendai castle at least partially unguarded." While Ichigo's rational mind knew that he likely only saw them as a resource to be exploited, that fact that he told them made her attitude to him soften slightly. Very slightly.

Heisuke turned and raised an eyebrow at the older male. "You're uh, pretty well-prepared. Kinda expected you to be the lone wolf type." Kazama grinned and turned to face Heisuke and spoke. "Unlike you, I am never unprepared." Heisuke sighed in exasperation and glowered at the blonde. "Just had to get the last word in, didn't you?" With one last sneer, Kazama turned and disappeared into the forest.

Heisuke sighed, and ran a hand through his hair. He turned to Ichigo. "Damn... and I thought he was a pain in the ass when he was trying to kill us..." Ichigo grinned at him and reached to take his hand in hers. "Well he's still a pain but it's kind of nice to have him on our side for once right?" He grumbled in response, and the two set off for the castle.


	19. Chapter 18

**Okay then, we have one more chapter to go before we're finished with Ichigo's story. Thank you all for your support and patience, we really appreciate it.**

* * *

><p>When two arrived in Sendai, the first thing they noticed was how eerily silent it was. It was the middle of the day, but the streets were practically empty, even those who did brave them were as silent as the grave. The wind made more noise than any human within the town. The lack of activity did make it easier for both Heisuke and Ichigo to move about unseen, but it hardly seemed fitting for a city founded and ruled by the legendary Date family. <em>If it was this dire and ominous in the daylight, I wonder, what would it be like at night?<em> Ichigo thought to herself.

Sendai at night was like the lair of a fantastical villain. Sannan's fury soldiers ruled the town with fists` made of iron and drenched in blood. Terrified of the voracious bloodlust of the furies, the citizens barricaded themselves in their houses when night fell. With the doors shut and lights extinguished, Sendai felt like ghost town. Heisuke and Ichigo saw shapes moving in the shadows, but there was no mistaking them for human.

It was like they'd stumbled into a nightmare. "It's like the whole town is dead..." Ichigo murmured. "Do you really think Sannan did all this?" Heisuke asked her, shock and no small amount of horror plain in his eyes. Ichigo could only nod slowly as she looked around. "I wonder, is this what he wants his kingdom of furies to be like?" Until the two arrived in Sendai, she'd had hopes that they might be able to convince sanan to stop and abandon his insane plans, but as Ichigo looked around at the dead, empty town Sannan created she knew that could never happen. The town was massive, and yet their footsteps were the only sounds.

A few moments pasted when suddenly Ichigo heard footsteps behind them she turned. There stood a creature that looked human, except for the twisted, hungry grin on its face. It raised a sword, but as soon as it did, a silver flash swept in front of her. The creature gurgled as Heisuke's blade struck it and some of the monster's blood splattered onto both the floor and his cheeks. It had barely even collapsed to the ground when suddenly the city exploded with motion, drawn by the spilt blood non-human figures appeared from every shadow. A fury leapt at the two of them then fell back dead, Heisuke's blade sliding out of it heart.

After a few minutes of fighting, the pack of furies began to lessen. Both Heisuke and Ichigo were tired, but they continued to fight. Heisuke turned and shot a grin towards Ichigo. "Okay, there aren't too many of them. We should be able to get... away..." As soon as those words left Heisuke's mouth he froze, his hair began to white like snow and his eyes red like blood.

Ichigo began to panic at the sight of the bloodlust. "Just hang on, all right!?" She cried as she grabbed his arm. "Yeah... I Know... God-Damnit! This isn't... the time...!" As he spoke, his face was stretched with agony and the colour began to drain from his face. Ichigo began looking frantically for a place to when her eye caught sight of an empty house. Her hand tightly gripped onto his arm, and she began to pull him into the house.

After both of them ran in and Ichigo slammed the door shut behind them, Heisuke slumped to the floor. Ichigo turned her head and peered out through the crack between the door and its frame. The furies seemed to have given up on them, and were instead advancing towards the bodies of their fallen comrades. Ichigo's stomach turned as she saw them take a turn at cannibalism. It seemed they were safe, for the moment, but there was no time to waste.

Ichigo pressed her sword against her arm until she felt the skin part. Ichigo pressed her hand gently against Heisuke's head, ran her fingers through his hair and said his name. There was no need to say anything else. He lowered his head to her arm and began to drink, as if they'd been doing it for years. His tongue gently touched the skin around her wound and the dull pain ichigo felt made her feel as if they were connected.

Heisuke licked the remaining blood from his lips and thanked Ichigo but all she did was smile. "You don't need to thank me." She whispered as she lowered her arm. Ichigo realized that this was why she came. She loved Heisuke, and if he needed her help she would always be there to give it to him. Even in that dead, haunted city for a moment she felt warm, happy and safe. After her wound had healed she looked away with a small blush. "I'll gladly give you my blood any time you need it. All you have to do is ask."

Time passed, and eventually heisuke's breathing returned to normal. Heisuke looked up into Ichigo's eyes and smiled. "You saved me again... thanks." Ichigo flushed crimson and turned away from him. "I don't think I really did anything" She murmured quietly. Heisuke reached forwards and gently turned her head so she was looking at him. "You've saved me a bunch of times; even before I became a fury..." he sat down next to ichigo and gazed off into the distance, at something she couldn't see.

"... I've been thinking a lot lately. Like, how should I live my life, now that I'm some kinda blood-thirsty monster, you know?" he said thoughtfully. Ichigo moved her hand onto his and spoke, a touch of exasperation in her voice. "Heisuke you're not a monster." Heisuke only smiled softly at her before he replied. "... That's sweet of you, but we both know what I am. Still, I'm all right with being a monster if it gives me the power to protect you." He sighed and carried on "I'm a fury. This body's just like all those guys I just killed out there. Though there's one thing I've got that they will never have."

Ichigo looked at him in confusion. He gave her a gentle smile and said "I have you." It wasn't fair how could his smile be so perfect and gentle and bright? Ichigo could only stare at him, her skin darkening until it seemed as if all the blood in her body had risen to her face. It was a few moments before she found her voice again. "Heisuke... if you say stuff like that, you're going to make me think you...um that you..." Heisuke smiled broadly at her and threaded his fingers through hers before replying. "Well, I do. Furies go crazy without blood, right? I'd go crazy..." He gripped her hand tighter. "...without you." Ichigo's heart swelled. A moment passed and he carried on. "It's taken me awhile to realize how I feel about you, but... you've always been there for me. Whatever happens, I want to be there for you." His cheeks began to burn a light shade of red. "So I'm hoping we can...you know...Be together." Ichigo had no words to tell him how she felt: "yes" would have been far too small to encompass all her feelings.

So she tried sometimes else... she kissed him. He returned her advance with equal passion and, for that moment, nothing else mattered. His hair brushed against her cheek, tickling it. He nibbled gently at Ichigo's lips and she shivered. Neither of them spoke, they knew: they loved each other. Heisuke wrapped his arms around her back, and she could feel them shake. Ichigo moved her lips from his and smiled at him. "...You can hold me tighter. I won't break, and I'm not going to go anywhere. So please, don't be shy."

He was silent for a moment, and then, almost desperately, he embraced her. He didn't know when the bloodlust might cause him to lose his sanity, or when he night use his life-force and to ash. He was scared, but so was Ichigo. Ichigo couldn't bear to think of their time together being cut short by his death but there was nothing to say, not then, so she returned to his embrace. Ichigo wanted to feel their hearts beating as one. Together, they could face the world. When ichigo was scared and confused, heisuke would lead the way, and when he was likewise, ichigo would take the reins.

Sometime later, the pair found themselves hiding in the small forest facing the gates of Sendai castle. Nearby they could see several soldiers – most likely furies—on patrol in front of it. As the two snuck through the forest, Heisuke was holding Ichigo's hand as he examined the area around the castle gates. "All right how should we deal with this? It looks like they've only two guards right now..." Ichigo shot him a worried look as unease bounced around her heart, and she gripped his hand tighter. "Um, Heisuke? Are we really just going walk in the front door?"

Heisuke sighed and mock glared at her. "Hey, c'mon, you make it sound like I haven't thought it through! I have a plan, you know?" Ichigo simply rolled her eyes at him and waited for him to explain. "You know how Sannan thinks, right? I figure he'd guard the back door better than the front." That seemed reasonable enough, she supposed.

After their encounter earlier, Heisuke seemed to be acting more are more like himself, while Ichigo had developed a sudden and extreme inability to look directly at his face without blushing furiously, as she thought back to the kiss they shared. Noticing her vacant expression, Heisuke began to wave his other hand in front of her face. "You listening, Ichigo? Sannan's always been good at out-thinking people, so I figure he might not be expecting something so straightforward." Ichigo smiled and pushed his hand from in front her. "Okay but don't you think we should find Kimigiku first? She did say she was going to find a way in..."

No sooner had Ichigo spoken, then they heard the sound of footsteps nearby. The pair spun around to see neither Kazama nor Kimigiku. "He he he... Excellent insight, Toudou you almost know me better than I know myself." Sannan smirked at the stunned pair. "Then again, I might say the same about myself and you. I thought you might try and enter this way, so I came to have a look around... and it seems I was right!" Sannan smiled at them. "It's just a shame we haven't seen one another in so long."

He was wearing western clothes now, but even so his smile looked the same as it always had. In fact, nearly everything about him looked just the same as Ichigo remembered it... except for the dark, sickening dread he seemed to exude from every pore. "You've come all this way just to see my castle? I confess I'm surprised to see both of you. I only expected Toudou." Sannan told them, his tone was light, as if he was commenting on the weather. Heisuke took a step in front of Ichigo and glowered at the older man. "Well, you got both of us. She's not going anywhere, and calling somebody else's castle yours? You sure you're not counting your chickens before they hatch, sanan?" Sannan just shrugged non-committedly before replying, his smile ever present on his face. "Well, perhaps not all mine. I would say... at least ninety percent. This is where my country will begin to take shape after all."

That snapped Ichigo out of her daze. "Country? Sannan, you can't seriously be thinking of founding a kingdom of furies? Even you must see that's insane." Sannan looked up at Sendai castle. Darkness had turned it into a massive, ominous monolith, frowning down on the city at its feet in grim judgement. Ichigo remembered the furies roaming the streets in search of blood, and how even during the day the city seemed dead. Did Sannan mean to extend that misery and ugliness to the rest of the domain? To the rest of the country? The very thought made Ichigo shudder in disgust.

"What, you'll be the emperor of this new country? That doesn't sound like you, Sannan." Heisuke growled at the other fury. Sanan shook his head and began to chuckle. "As I said, Toudou, you know me well. But I've already told you, haven't I? The ruler of my country will be the fury princess. Well, the nominal ruler, at any rate." Ichigo's head began to shake and spoke with worry in her voice "No... Sen would never agree to that!" She cried, her fear for her friend increasing. Sannan's smile turned condescending as he turned to face her. "Not now, perhaps, but she'll come under my sway eventually. They all do. I've been feeding her my blood for some time now." Heisuke had finally had enough. He drew his sword and rapidly moved into his signature wagtail stance, Ichigo quickly following his example. "You're not gonna let me talk you out of this are you? Well, I'll just have to stop you then, this world doesn't need a country full of furies!" Sannan didn't draw his own sword, he just hung his head.

The sadness that showed on his face was all the more terrifying for being genuine. "We fought in the Shinsengumi together once, and we both became furies. You and I are almost brothers, in a sense...how is it that we have come to see things so differently?" His eyes narrowed, and he took a step forward, like a snake closing in on its prey. His hair turned snow white and his eyes were crimson as his fury power overtook him. "I thought surely you would see the light and follow me, but no... Why? Why did you change?" His head turned to Ichigo. "Was it because of her? Did Yukimura do this to you? Has she twisted your mind? Made you think it was better to be human?" Heisuke shook his head, as his hair turned white as he activated his own fury power. "No, Sannan the only person who changed was you!" He ran in front of Ichigo and shouted from over his shoulder. "Don't worry Ichigo. I'm not gonna let him lay a finger on you." Ichigo nodded; resisting the urge to join him in the fight "I believe in you." She murmured. Heisuke's words making her feel safe.

They took a few quick steps back and glared at one another, their hands tightening around their swords, but before their fight could begin in earnest a sudden commotion broke out at the castle gates. Ichigo's head turned to see a soldier dash out and began looking around frantically for someone... was he looking for Sannan? Sannan sighed in annoyance. "It would appear my princess is being fussy again... I have no choice." He scowled and took at step away from the two, but before he could walk away, Heisuke cried out in anger. "Are you running away? C'mon Sannan stay and fight." Sanan snorted derisively and replied over his shoulder "I will deal with you later. Just now I have more pressing things to attend to then the two of you." He spun his heels and strode off into the night. Heisuke and Ichigo looked at one another in surprise.

"What just happened?" Heisuke asked uncertainly, the surprise lingering on his face. Ichigo just whispered in concern. "I don't know, but I wonder if Sen is all right." Heisuke took her hand in his and motioned towards where Sannan had disappeared. "We should probably follow him. You felt it too, right? He's bad news. We can't let a guy like that run loose." He made a good point, but the castle gates were still heavily guarded. Heisuke turned to Ichigo rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. "As much as I wanna be a badass and just run in there like a one-man army, even I know that's nuts." Ichigo looked up at him with a tiny smile on her face, but it soon faded when she started speaking. "Yeah... if Sannan was telling the truth, then there are who knows just how many furies in there."

Suddenly a voice spoke, cutting through the silent forest air like a whip. "You're correct there are a great many furies inside. Besides, if you go in the front, all my hard work will go to waste." Ichigo and Heisuke spun around to see Kimigiku standing nearby. She smiled sadly at Ichigo in acknowledgement, but it was clear we had no time for a reunion. She gestured for the two to follow. "Please, this way. I've found a secret passage the leads into the castle."

Whoever had built the secret passage had disguised it as a dried- up well. It looked perfectly innocent to anyone simply passing by, and even peering down into it didn't reveal the passage at the bottom. "Wow... I didn't know they really had things like this." Ichigo mused. "I always thought that I made the whole secret passageway thing up in the stories I told Chizuru when she was little." Kimigiku looked over her shoulder with a smile. "This castle was built during the warring states era. Most castles built then had a lot of secret passages as a last-ditch escape plan, or for getting out during a siege."

Heisuke's eyes almost seemed to gleam in excitement as a thought struck him. "I wonder if there's any hidden treasure in there too. I mean, I know this isn't the time, but still... wouldn't that be sweet?" Ichigo paused and turned to look back at him in amazement. She gave a small laugh and started walking again. "I don't know, that doesn't seem very likely." She told the now disappointed Heisuke. Kimigiku hummed slightly, drawing the pair's attention. "I wouldn't be so sure. I've heard rumours... Some say that when Date Masamune built this castle he hid away a fortune, in case of an emergency. Of course since no one's ever found, it might well be just a myth." It did seem a little bit too fantastic to be real, but Kimigiku wasn't one for idle gossip. Ichigo frowned as something occurred to her. "If there is a fortune in there somewhere, and Sannan gets his hands on it..." Heisuke's eyes widened as he caught on to her thoughts. "… Then this whole thing is going to go from bad to worse. We have to hurry."

For several long minutes they trekked through a series of labyrinthine passages, until at last they found themselves beneath a floor inside the castle. One of the floorboards was clearly designed to be removed to allow access. Kimigiku turned to Heisuke and Ichigo. "From here on it, we will be in enemy territory. Do not lower your guard." The three climbed up from the secret passage and into a hallway, but the castle seemed almost darker than the underground tunnel had been. Most large government buildings were filled with the sound and presence of other people. Here, there was only the stench of blood.

Ichigo turned to heisuke and asked if he was all right. "Don't sweat it. I'm feeling a little crummy, but now's not the time for that. Look ahead." When Ichigo turned around, she was stunned to see the corpses of more furies than she could count strewn across the floor in front of us. It looked as if someone had passed through here already, and killed every single one of them. A few moments passed as the three looked at dead furies before Heisuke broke the silence. "I wonder... nah, there's only one guy who could've done this." They followed the trail of corpses deeper into the castle, until at last they found its creator in the act of killing yet another fury.

The three turned a corner to see Kazama standing there with the fury's blood over his sword. "Kazama? You went in before us?" Ichigo asked, half in surprise, half in annoyance at the speed of the male demon. "Yes. These furies don't pose much of a challenge, but killing them is... tedious." Kazama sighed before he carried on speaking. "I decided to enter covertly. Coming in through the front gate would have been foolish." He looked at heisuke with just the hint of grin, enough to make ichigo think he had been listening as heisuke and ichigo discussed whether or not to go through the front gate. Heisuke narrowed his eyes at the older man. "I think I liked you better when you were trying to kill me." He growled at him. Ichigo and Kimigiku shot each other a look and the younger female rolled her eyes. They were at each other throats already. Though she had to admit, there was something reassuring about having someone as deadly as kazama on their side when they finally faced Sannan. The four started moving again, with Kimigiku leading the way. They had to check over a dozen doors and empty rooms before the group found it. It was a beautiful, extravagant door, but when opened, a wave of darkness poured out.

Beyond it was a hall, and at the far end hung a cloud of death and malevolence. In that cloud ichigo could see Sen and Sannan. He was kissing her, just as he'd done on the night when everyone last seen her. "My lady! Get away from her, you filthy peasant." Kimigiku cried, instinctively reaching towards the demon princess. Sannan lifted his face from Sen's with a smug look on his face. "Peasant? That's rather harsh. I'll be in control of your master soon enough. You ought to pay me the proper respect." As he drew back from Sen, blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. He wiped it away casually, and bowed.

"As deluded as ever! A true demon would never submit to fake like you" Kazama replied with anger all over his face. Sannan sighed and shook his head in disappointment. "How many times must I explain? 'Fake' is such a harsh word. I am a demon now, like those in the west... no, I have become even more than that. A true fury." Heisuke growled as he spoke with just as must anger as Kazama had. "What do you mean a 'true' fury? A fury is a monster, simple as that." Sannan sighed again giving heisuke a look of almost disgust. "Ah, a truly simplistic view. Yes, not everyone can become a true fury... most become little more than mindless, thirsty mouths." He stopped to face both Kazama and Kimigiku. "But the two of you however, perhaps you could become true furies, would that... interest you?"

"Me, a demon, become a fury? You might as well ask a tiger if it would prefer to be a housecat." Kazama snarled at the bespectacled man. On the other hand, Kimigiku's answer was more direct. "...you can spout all the nonsense you like, just return my lady to me." Kazama reached for his sword, and Sannan shifted his glance to Heisuke. "We've spoken about this already, but I'll ask you again... would you consider my offer, Toudou? You're much like me. We've seen the same things. If you continue to drink blood, I've no doubt you could reach my level as well." Ichigo felt an indignant fury burn through her. How dare he say that about Heisuke? "Heisuke isn't like you!" she murmured quietly but still loud enough for the others in the room to hear. Sannan simply laughed. "Oh? How is he any different? If he hadn't been drinking blood, then perhaps that that statement might have some merit. But you would never have lasted this long without drinking at least a little blood, would you Toudou?"

Heisuke turned to Ichigo, a questioning look in his eyes and she nodded. "I don't kill people for their blood. I never have. I've only ever drunk blood from one person, and only because they offered. That's all I'll ever do." His eyes narrowed he spoke again. "So yeah, I'm not like you." Ichigo could see in Sannan's eyes the moment he realized that the time for talk over. "That's unfortunate. I thought you especially Toudou, might see reason. But I suppose it can't be helped." He began to smile. "I will continue to kill for my blood. You needn't do so because you will die here."

The blood of so many victims had given sanan a dark aura, more frightening than any other fury. Indeed he was even more terrifying than Kazama. Heisuke leapt forward, his sword flew in a beautiful shining arc that looked like the last waning quarter of a silver moon. Sanan nodded as the two swords clashed. "Your speed and power are both quite impressive. Just what one would expect from the captain of the Shinsengumi's 8th division... sadly however, you still fight like a human." He reached up with one hand to grab Heisuke's sword. The blade dove into the flesh of his hand and continued up his arm until at last it came to rest at the elbow. Heisuke frantically tried to pull the sword from his arm. "What? I can't pull it out!" Heisuke cried, still trying to free his katana.

With Heisuke's swords still lodged in the bone, Sannan's arm began to heal more rapidly than Ichigo had ever seen a fury heal before. Sannan lifted his arm out in front of him and smiled at the shocked look on the younger fury's face. "A wound is only temporary. This is how a fury fights." He grinned before continuing. "You were reborn as something much more than human, but you make no effort to cultivate the power! To study it; to understand it! You have shunned it, and that is why you will lose!" Heisuke screamed out in pain as Sannan took his opportunity to strike. Ichigo cried out Heisuke's name in horror. The impact of Sannan's blow knocked Heisuke's hand from his sword, and sent him tumbling across the floor.

As Sannan took a step towards his former companion, a voice echoed out of the darkness behind him. The voice belonged to Kazama. "Then you lose because of your inattentiveness, fake." In Kazama's arms was Sen's limp body. Sannan merely grinned. "I see... you took advantage of my distraction during Toudou's attack to save the princess, excellent teamwork." Kazama snorted in derision, stepping back while carefully pulling the demon princess with him. "Ha 'teamwork' he made himself a nuisance to you, and I took advantage of his pigheadedness."

"My lady I'm glad to see you're safe..." Kimigiku said with tears in her eyes. She smiled, and moved toward Sen and kazama. Thank goodness Sen was all right. If it weren't for the severity of the situation, Ichigo could have cried in relief. "...Wait..." something seemed off. Why didn't Sannan look worried? He began to laugh uncontrollably. Ichigo's eyes widened and she spun around. "Kazama! Get away from sen!"

Sen's eyes snapped open... and blood spattered across her face. With a sickening wet sound, Sen drew her sword from Kazama's stomach and he collapsed into a rapidly- growing pool of his own blood. She turned to Sannan and smiled. "Oh my, it looks as if princess is a fury at last. Then... that must mean that the blood of a fury is superior to that of a demon." As the word left Sannan's mouth he looked down at Kazama. "Please Kazama, what is it like to be such a base creature? If demons are so superior, how did I bend the princess to my will? And why are you the one that's dying?" Kazama growled as he tried stand. Kazama's wound was too large and too dire for even a demon to heal quickly or easily. He screamed with anger and frustration.

Heisuke groaned as he stood up, but his face was lit up with a triumphant grin. "I think it's a little early for you to be gloating, Sannan." He laughed, and pointed to Sen and Ichigo rushed to her side. Ichigo tried to snap Sen out of her daze, as did Kimigiku. Sen licked absently at the blood on her palm then twitched and looked up at the female pair in surprised. Her demon and fury halves seemed to be wrestling with one another; her breath was heavy and rough.

Sen's eyes went wide and she threw up her hands in fear. "No! Stay away from me! I... I might kill you! Both of you!" She shouted at the two of them. What could Ichigo do? Kazama would have certainly killed her – better dead than a slave, in his mind but Heisuke... "... Do whatever you think is right... if she kills you though I'm gonna hate her forever. Just don't give me a reason to do that, all right." he shouted to Ichigo. Ichigo nodded and she stepped forward, buoyed by Heisuke's words, but Kimigiku stopped her. "You can't! She cannot control herself! If you get to close, she would no doubt kill you!" Kimigiku calmed down a little then began to speak again. "I will take her life so that she might die an honourable princess of demons, even if it may cost me my own life." Ichigo grabbed her wrist and shook her head. "No, I can't let you do that. Sen may be a demon princess, but more importantly, she's my friend. I can't let a friend die. Especially considering the fact that if she hadn't met me, she would have never gotten in this mess." Kimigiku's eye widened. Kimigiku was right about one thing: ichigo might very well get killed, but Ichigo didn't care about that. To her Sen was a sister. Ichigo cared about her just as much as she cared about Chizuru. As Sen watched Ichigo draw closer to her, she began to shake. Sannan's face filled with rage. "Damnit...what are you doing? Princess Sen?!" Sannan's words lifted Sen's body like puppet. Her sword leapt forwards and buried itself in Kimigiku as she dove in front of ichigo.

Sen could only look at her long-time friend and protector, her mouth opening and closing as she tried to find her voice. Ichigo darted to Kimigiku's side as she sank to her knees. "Why?" It was the only thing that her numb brain could think to say. Kimigiku smiled gently at her, blood dripping down her body. "Why? Shouldn't I be asking you that? Just as reckless as my lady..." Her wound wasn't a mortal one, but it was still serious. She coughed violently, and drops of blood spattered to the ground. Ichigo repeated her question, but Kimigiku only smiled again. "My lady is well-loved by her people, but she is a princess of a clan that is already very small. She has many adoring subjects, but... no true friends." As blood ran down her leg she continued to speak. "Perhaps your birth is the reason, but... you were the only person to still call her friend after you learned who... and what she was."

Kimigiku collapsed, the last of her energy spent. Sen caught her and, though she was still breathing heavily, ichigo could see reason in her eyes again. "I'm sorry...Kimi." Sen spoke her voice was sad and quiet.

Sannan's eyes widened, the red in them became darker as he spoke, drawing attention back to him. "Unbelievable... simple words should not be enough to break my conditioning!" His eyes became thin and filled with anger. "... unless... yes, after consuming demon blood... Kazama and Kimigiku... yes, there can be no other explanation." Sen's recovery seemed to make Sannan act even stranger, almost as if the madness that had left Sen had gone back to him. "Hmph... how it happened is irrelevant. What matters is that your revolting fury blood has failed again." Kazama sneered at Sannan, as he struggled to his feet. "SILENCE! The blood of a true is more powerful, more pure, than any other. It cannot lose!" Sannan's voice was an angry, wavering snarl.

He spat at Kazama and turned to ichigo and Sen, his eyes wild and wide. "...Fine. No matter. If it is her connections to others that have allowed princess Sen to hold her sanity... then I will kill everyone here. I will kill those she loves and who love her, until there is nothing for her to see but furies!" He took several deep breaths before continuing. "And if, for some unforeseeable reason that should fail... I will still have you, Yukimura. Yes, you will without a doubt make a fine fury princess as well!" He sounded madder with every word he spoke. Ichigo doubted even if he knew what he was doing any more.

Sanan took a step forward—and suddenly Heisuke stood before him. "let's leave living people out of this, huh sanan? You and I, though, we died a long time ago. How about we settle this, dead man to dead man." He spoke his voice was heroic to Ichigo's ears. Sanan scowled at the younger male. "People?! You call these demons people?!" Heisuke returned Sannan's glare with one of his own. "Yeah. Especially ichigo, demon or not she's the most important person in my life!" Ichigo's heart quickened as he spoke those words, even in the middle of all that blood, fear and death his words made Ichigo feel... happy. Heisuke looked over his shoulder and grinned at the girl. "I'm gonna take care of Sannan. So you sit tight and trust me, all right? Long as I got you, I know I can't lose."

Then their battle began. Both men had been in the Shinsengumi since its early days, and they'd often sparred against one another for practice. Heisuke was strong and skilled, but Sannan was his senior and often won through sheer benefit of experience. It seemed that much hadn't changed. Sannan's sword sunk into Heisuke's chest.

Blood splattered onto the ground and Sannan began to laugh. "There is nothing more pathetic than an empty boast!" He left his blade buried in Heisuke's chest and turned to grin at Ichigo. When she said nothing, he frowned at the lack of response. "Your face... I don't like it. Aren't you sad that Toudou is dead?" Ichigo looked at him right in the eyes and smiled gently, slightly unnerving the male. "I trust him." She whispered, ignoring the surprised looks from Sen and Kimigiku, and the look of almost bored curiosity from Kazama. "Hmph. Rather foolish to trust a dead man. If only my words were as effective a means of control as my blood, then you could see the truth." Sannan sighed in disappointment.

Ichigo ignored him and closed her eyes. If she listened very closely, it was there... the sound of Heisuke's heartbeat; the sound Ichigo heard when she'd held him. "Fine. Time to die, Yukimura." Sannan pulled at his sword, preparing to strike ichigo down – but it wouldn't budge. Just as Sannan had trapped Heisuke's sword earlier, so Heisuke had now done the same to him. Sannan screamed out in annoyance when Heisuke moved. The tip of his sword flew across the floor, throwing up sparks as it went. He was aiming for Sannan's heart. The other man tried to throw up his left arm to guard against the attack, but it only twitched. With only a whisper of flesh against steel, the sword pierced Sannan's heart. Blood poured out, running down his cheat like a thick, red river and splattered to the floor like hundreds of dark, crimson cherry blossoms.

Ichigo ran forwards and threw her arms around him, squeezing tight to make sure he was there and alive. "Aaah! Ow ow ow! I just got stabbed, you know! Be a bit gentler would you!" Heisuke yelled out in pain. _Well, he could put up with it. This was his punishment for making me worry_, Ichigo thought. Sanan turned his head towards the couple as his blood stained his clothes. "I cannot believe... you feigned death and turned my own technique against me. You reject your fury powers, only to use them is such a way?"

Heisuke looked down at Sannan sighed. "I didn't reject anything. Human, fury, demon... I'll be whatever I have to be able to protect her." He shrugged, then paused and spoke again. "I want to ask you something..." Sannan looked directly at him as his life blood continued to drain away from his body. "Yes? Well ask away. I hope I might be able to answer..."

Heisuke looked away, thinking how to word his question. "My last strike... Sannan, you could've stopped it, but you didn't." Sanan took a deep breath and winced as he aggravated the wound in his chest. "... No, I couldn't have. When I remembered that I was human... my left arm refused to move." The arm that had been injured all those years ago, and forced Sannan to face a life where he would never be able to wield a sword again. Its loss had driven him to drink the water of life. Sannan after a few moments of silence spoke again. "Ha... I gained the power to manipulate others, but in the end I couldn't manipulate myself... pathetic." He smiled one last mocking smile... and then he was gone.

The five left the building and, after a few minutes of walking, Ichigo turned to look at her companions. "It looks like everyone's all right." With Sannan's death Sen seemed to be completely free of his influence and was helping Kimigiku limp along. As for Kazama... Heisuke turned to him and asked if he needed any help. "No, thank you, I do recall how to walk. Who the hell do you think I am?" the demon growled. It looks like he still had enough energy to talk back at any rate. Heisuke turned to Ichigo and grasped her hand. "Well, I guess that's that, huh Ichigo?" Ichigo nodded and smiled. Sannan was defeated and his nightmare of a country of furies was ended forever. However they were no closer to learning how they might prolong Heisuke's lifespan.

Heisuke must have guessed what she was thinking, because he smiled and squeezed her hand tighter. "Hey, don't worry about it. We'll figure something out. So long as you stick with me I probably won't go crazy." He looked over his shoulder to look at Kazama. "... and if I do, I'm sure someone'll come take care of me. Maybe Kazama? I bet he'd love to kill me." Ichigo snorted and muttered threats against Kazama if he dared harm Heisuke, while Kazama sent Heisuke a look of distain. "Don't flatter yourself. I have far more important things than hunting down a single fury." He grimaced, and then turned to Ichigo. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a murmur "... Koudou used water from the hometown of the Yukimura family to create the water of life. Perhaps that water could have some sort of... effect on a fury." Ichigo was confused, but happy. She didn't question why he was telling them this all she did was thank him.

Kazama turned to leave, but he had only taken a few steps when Heisuke called him. "Hey Kazama!" Kazama sighed impatiently and turned to glare at the younger swordsman. "What is it you want now? Be quick. I haven't got all day." Heisuke rolled his eyes and returned the older males glare ten-fold. "Man, you never change... fine. I'm only gonna say this once, so pay attention. You uh, didn't have to tell us that, so... thanks. We appreciate it." Kazama stared for a moment before his mouth split into a grin. "Ah, I'm sorry I didn't catch that. Could you repeat that again?" kazama and heisuke glared at one another while the girls laughed. After a few moments had passed, Sen glanced over at Ichigo. "Ichigo, what are you going to do now? Will you go back home, as Kazama suggested?" Ichigo nodded and smiled gently. "I will, and heisuke's coming with me, although he might not know it yet. Besides, Chizuru and Okita were going that way the last I heard. "

Sen smiled at the mention of her friend. "I see. Well, I shall have to pay you a visit some day, and see the house where a demon and a fury live together." Ichigo nodded again, still smiling as Heisuke stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her middle. "Yeah, we'll be waiting for you." Ichigo's grin turned into her familiar mischievous one. "Just do me a favour and forget Kazama, okay?" Sen only laughed, and turned to leave. Ichigo's smile never faded as she watched as Sen and Kazama vanished from her sight. Kimigiku sent her one last smile before she too vanished into the night. Heisuke's arms tightened around her, prompting her to look up at him. "You ready to go?" he asked her, a gentle smile on his lips. Ichigo smiled broadly at him and lent back against his chest. "Yeah. Let's go home."
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When the two returned from Sendai, Hijikata was there to welcome them back. He said nothing, but Ichigo could tell that he had been worried about them. As the two gave their report, his eyes seemed softer than usual. "After entering the castle, we engaged former Shinsengumi colonel, Keisuke Sannan ... following a protracted fight, I killed him." Heisuke finished his report, and for a few moments, Hijikata simply sat there silently until he lifted his head to look them in the eyes. "... Heisuke... Ichigo. What was he like? At the end."

Ichigo sent him a comforting smile. "I think he was himself again." She sighed happily before speaking again. "He said he remembered that he was human..." Hijikata gave the two a smile back before replying. "Hmm. must've been hard. Thanks. You did good." Heisuke, who had been silent after he gave his report, spoke up. "I'm actually really glad you sent me." Hijikata turned to him, an eyebrow raised in a mix of curiosity and confusion. "I saw some of myself in Sannan. We lived in the same house but when it came time to move on, I walked out the front and he walked out the back." Ichigo felt his hand on her shoulder. He turned his head to face her and smiled at her. "But that's only because she led me out. Without Ichigo, I don't think I'd be here talking to you right now."

Ichigo felt her cheeks burn as Heisuke turned his head back to face Hijikata. "Thanks commander, for letting her come with me. Turned out that's was what I really needed all along." Hijikata just shook his head and put his hand on Heisuke's shoulder. "I just gave her the go-ahead. She's the one who asked to go." Hijikata then whispered in Heisuke's ear. "You're a lucky man." Standing back up, he shot the younger male a pointed look. "Besides, you don't really think that she'd listen if I did try to stop her did you?" Heisuke laughed and grinned cheekily at the vice-commander. Wrapping an arm around her waist, he ignored Ichigo's small squeak of embarrassment as he pulled her against his chest. "Yeah. I was just thinking the same thing." He turned his head and sighed. Ichigo was a little confused about the men's chatter, but she knew better than to butt in. "Seriously though... she's almost too good for me." Heisuke murmured quietly. Ichigo felt her blush deepen, but still rolled his eyes at his words.

The two sent each other glances, wordlessly telling each other that it was time to tell him their decision. "So, how're thing's looking out there?" Heisuke's voice was a little hesitant. Luckily it went unnoticed by Hijikata, whose expression had darkened. Saito, Shimada and the others were doing more than he had expected, but even with their efforts the situation was grim. Ichigo was taken aback at how things seemed to have worsened since the two had left.

"What's going to happen now?" Ichigo asked, her voice filled with worry. Hijikata frowned and looked away, sighing heavily. "Hard to say." Left unsaid was the clear implication that he needed whatever help he could scrape together. Even the help of a fury who only had a battle or two of life left in him. Unfortunately, both their minds were already made up. The silence filled the room once more until Ichigo spoke; her voice was different from any other time she had spoken. It was shy and quiet and if the males hadn't been sat by her, they would have assumed that it was Chizuru speaking and not her more out-spoken sister. "Um Hijikata… there was something we wanted to talk to you about. See-" But before she could finish speaking, she was stopped by Heisuke, who shook his head slightly. "Hold on. I think I should take it from here Ichigo." His hand gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

Heisuke sat up a little straighter and fixed his eyes on Hijikata's. "I know the Shinsengumi's in a bad spot right now." Hijikata raised an eye brow as Heisuke continued speaking. "...But my mind's made up." He paused for a moment and gulped. "I'm leavening the Shinsengumi. And Ichigo is coming with me." Hijikata didn't appear surprised or angry. Instead he looked down at the wooded floor and slowly closed his eyes. "Your leaving? Your just going to toss your sword aside?"

Heisuke nodded and stared at Hijikata. "Yeah. I've been fighting a long time. I always thought it was a warrior's destiny to die fighting for his country, that it was something to dream about... becoming a fury only made me more certain. I started to feel like there was nothing more important in life than fighting and I told myself that was why I'd been brought back. I was here to go to war with our enemies, and that it." He looked over at Ichigo and smiled. "But the more time I spent with her, the more I started to see differently. Maybe I wasn't human anymore, but that didn't mean there was no meaning to my life beyond fighting."

Hijikata sighed and frowned at the pair in front of him. "Hmm, sounds like the two of you have a plan." Ichigo nodded and reached for Heisuke's open palm. Smiling at him, she turned to face the commander. "Yes, we're going to head back to the home of my clan." She felt Heisuke's hand grip tightly around her own as she spoke. "We've heard the water there can suppress the fury madness." Heisuke smiled at her. "If there's a chance I can live, I'm going to take it. I don't want to die fighting anymore. I want to live. With her."

Hijikata remained silent as he shut his eyes, and for what felt like hours, silence filled the room. When he opened them, they were directed at Ichigo. "Ichigo. This is what you want to do?" Ichigo nodded as she replied "Yes. I'm sure of it." As she spoke she smiled fondly at the man. "I never said this before, but... when Chizuru and I got here; both of us thought all of you guys were really scary." They all talked about killing and fighting like other people talked about crops, or the weather. It seemed like Ichigo and her sister had stumbled into a different world. "As time went by, I started to understand that even if you were kind of scary; you all laughed and cried like anybody else. You were just trying to live your lives... before I knew it; I'd gotten pretty fond of all of you."

Heisuke and Hijikata were silent as Ichigo spoke. "I'd gotten especially fond of Heisuke." She turned her head to look at Heisuke, her cheeks turning red. Her eyes turned back to Hijikata before she carried on. "I want us to be together for a long time, but if that's going to happen he has to live a long time. And if he stays with the Shinsengumi, I don't think that's going to happen." Heisuke tried to carry on what Ichigo was saying but was cut off by Hijikata. "Kazama, Amagiri, and the other demons are pulling out of this war, right?" Ichigo nodded and Hijikata smiled, though it almost seemed sad. "The demons are out of the fight and the fury corps is dead. I don't see any other reasons to have the two of you in this war any longer." His face softened, just a little. "Besides you're technically dead Heisuke, and you're not a soldier Ichigo. As far as I'm concerned, you can go whatever the hell you want."

That was as close to giving them his blessing and wishing them good luck as they were likely to get out of Hijikata. Even with the battle that lay ahead of him, he'd found the kindness to let them both leave. How could they ever express their gratitude? The two bowed as low as they could "Hijikata... I... thank you. For everything." Heisuke murmured quietly, not lifting his head from his bow. Ichigo could only nod her thanks, knowing that if she tried to speak, her voice would fail her.

After they left Hijikata to get some rest, they sat on the porch watching the stars. "This is it then? Goodbye to the Shinsengumi?" Ichigo whispered, leaning her head on his shoulder. The two would be leaving behind everything to start a new life together. Ichigo couldn't help but wonder how Heisuke was feeling. After all, he had been with the Shinsengumi much longer that Ichigo had. When Ichigo snuck a glance over at him, their eyes met. When she asked if anything was wrong, his eyes softened. "I was just thinking that I should ask you one last time." Ichigo lifted her head and looked at him in confusion, but waited for him to say what he needed to say.

Heisuke took a deep breath and looked away from her. "Ichigo... you're not going to regret this, are you?" He was trying to be casual, but behind his eyes Ichigo could see fear, uncertainty and hope. "Of course not. All I want to do is spent the rest of my life with you. What is there to regret? My life would be a lot emptier without you in it." She told him gently, closing her eyes as she lowered her head again. Heisuke smiled his cheeks crimson. "Thanks. I was hoping you'd say that." He wrapped his arm around her and whispered in her ear "I just... wanted to actually hear you say it."

Ichigo hugged him back as tightly as she dared. "I know. Some things you can't just take on faith." Heisuke pushed her back by the shoulders so he could look her right in her eyes. "There's... something I should tell you. I've had plenty of chances to, but I've never been able to get it out." He stopped for a moment, took a deep breath... and whispered the words Ichigo had always been hoping to hear. "You said you were especially fond of me. Well, I'm especially fond of you too. When I'm with you all I want to do is look at you, and when I'm not all I can do is think about you." Heisuke's face turned from serious to pure happiness as he spoke. "Thank you for sticking with me through all this. And thanks for saying you'll let me spend my life with you."

Even though Ichigo knew how he felt, to hear him actually say it was something else entirely. Ichigo's heart pounded madly inside of her chest. She honestly felt as if she might explode if he said those words again. Ichigo reached out for Heisuke's sleeve and tugged it. "U-um... do you... think you could... say that again?" She asked as her cheek turned scarlet. He just grinned at her and wrapped his arm around her again. "Of course. I can say it as many times as you want. We've got the rest of our lives... but right now we should probably be getting ready to leave. If we hurry, we can leave tomorrow." Ichigo nodded sighed sadly. Sending the male a rueful smile and leant her head against his. "I know. Saying goodbye to everyone is going to make me sad, but we better get out of here before the battle really starts."

Their last day with the Shinsengumi passed in the blink of an eye. Sadly they didn't manage to catch Saito or Shimada, who were occupied with last-minute battle preparations. Heisuke turned to Ichigo with a smile and asked if she was ready to go. The girl nodded and the two stepped outside into the light of a brilliant moon. Heisuke was still a fury, which meant the two were departing at midnight while everyone else was asleep. Then again in a way they weren't leaving anything, neither Heisuke nor Ichigo had been an official part of the Shinsengumi for some time.

"Why would anyone have been here to see us off?" Ichigo thought wryly to herself. Or at least she had until they saw that Hijikata, Saito and Shimada were standing there. Ichigo could feel a smile spread across her face as she saw them. "Heh... come on guys. I know you're busy. Why're you doing this?" Heisuke chuckled as he grinned up at the friends he had known for several years. Saito smiled gently at the pair, a hint of sadness in his eyes. "Indeed we are busy, but it is bad luck and moreover bad form, not to bid a friend farewell." Shimada nodded, putting his hands on the pair's heads as he spoke. "We haven't had time to see you since you got back from Sendai. I'm glad you made it through all that okay. Just try and stay safe, okay?" Ichigo rolled her eyes at them in exasperation. "Shouldn't we be telling you all to stay safe? You're the ones about to go off to battle."

Shimada gave a little chuckle. "Yes, I guess you're right. We won't be seeing much besides fighting for a while." Saito stepped forward, holding a parcel full of enough food to last the pair a few days. "The two of you have seen enough conflict. The time has come for you to leave. I hope you will be happy." Ichigo choked out a laugh as she took the package from Saito and tucked it securely into her bag. "C'mon, you don't need to get all sappy... thanks, though." Heisuke told them, his voice trembling slightly. Hijikata had said nothing as the four spoke. He had already told them everything he needed to. Heisuke then turned to Ichigo. "All right... let's get going."

They turned away from the Shinsengumi and took their first steps. Then they heard Hijikata's sad voice from behind them. "... Take care of yourselves." Ichigo felt his words slip past them like a gust of wind. Since that first night under the cold moon, Ichigo had seen and done so much. Their path might never meet the Shinsengumi again. It would be foolish to tell them 'see you later' or something like that, but... Ichigo couldn't leave it at that. "I'm going to miss all of you! I'll never forget you and all the time we spent together! You're the best friends I've ever had!" She shouted to them. All of Ichigo's memories of the Shinsengumi had come rushing back. She smiled and waved goodbye one last time, then Heisuke took her hand. When Ichigo met the Shinsengumi, the moon was cold like a blade but for the farewell, if felt warm as an embrace... on that summer night in 1868.

The world swelled with excitement at the beginnings of a new government, and those who found themselves covered by the shadow of history were simply ignored as time marched forwards. As the world changed around them they remained hidden away from it, unaffected by the grinding wheels of progress.

When they arrived at the Yukimura clan's home, they found Chizuru and Okita waiting for them. After they explained what had happened to them, Ichigo shed her tears for her father and the brother she never remembered. Then the two couples started building their new lives.

The Tokugawa period finally come to an end as the Meiji era began. For Heisuke and herself, far off in the remote homeland of her ancestors, it all felt very distant. The calendar was the colour of the trees that covered the mountain slopes. Life was peaceful, happy, and warm. Kyoto, with its blood—drenched streets and flashing swords, was just a memory now.

Heisuke's body had been ill-used by years of reckless fighting, but the quiet and peaceful atmosphere seemed to have something of a restorative effect on him. The bloodlust come only rarely and he was usually awake during the day and asleep at night. Still, sunlight seemed to make him sleepy and he would often doze off in the afternoon. When that happened Ichigo considered it her duty to gently rest his sleeping head on her lap... and more often than not, she would find herself falling asleep as well.

During one such nap, Ichigo began to dream. Kondou and Hijikata stood in the front, followed by Okita and Saito, and then Shinpachi and Harada. The rest of the Shinsengumi trailed behind them, and everyone was laughing. The sunlight woke her, and she opened her eyes to see a smile that seemed like belonged in her dream.

Ichigo looked up to see Heisuke smiling down at her, his hair drooped down in front of his face as she blinked away the remnants of sleep. "... Did I fall asleep?" Heisuke nodded and his gaze softened even more. "Yeah. You looked happy, so I thought I'd just let you stay like that for a little while." Usually Ichigo would have quickly checked her hair after waking up, but for some reason she didn't. Instead, she rolled her head onto Heisuke's warm lap and told him about her dream. "... Was I there with you?" Heisuke asked quietly, brushing some of her hair away from her eyes. Ichigo took a moment to think. "I'm not sure. I thought you were at first, but maybe you drifted off somewhere later..." As Ichigo spoke, she reached up towards the sky, as if she could catch one of the fleeting fragments of her dream. Another hand wrapped tightly around her own. Heisuke pressed his lips to her hand. "Don't worry. I'll always be with you. As long as the sun sets and the moon rises. Forever and forever. Even after we're dead, I'll still love you." He ran his hand softly thorough her hair. Even now it was hard for Ichigo to truly relax and accept their new peaceful life... but Heisuke was always by Ichigo's side to comfort her. He swore that he would be there until the passage of time forced them to say goodbye. Every day Ichigo could feel his kindness. Nothing could have made her happier. The next winter that came, found the only known survivors of the Yukimura clan returning home with the men who would fight and die for them, men who they had shared their blood with, the men who were the two sisters respective husbands.

June 1869 and Ichigo could feel spring giving way to summer, as a warm breeze tossed her hair and danced off across the grass. The country air was clean and fresh, it carried none of Kyoto's stench of blood or clanging of swords. The young couple were sitting in the shade of a large tree, enjoying the peace that had come with the new age.

Ichigo lent against the bark of the tree and looked down at Heisuke. "It's a really nice day today, huh?" She murmured quietly. Her only answer was a mumble from the head sleeping on her lap. He was sleeping more than he usually did. In her mind's eye she brushed his hair; touched his cheeks and lips; but he didn't wake, or even move – then his eyes opened. Ichigo was a little surprised as he sat up, still a little wobbly, and blinked rapidly. Was he dreaming? Perhaps he didn't realize Ichigo was there. She reached out to take his hand, and when she did Ichigo felt him squeeze back. He was definitely awake, but he still said nothing. She wanted to say... something, anything, to him, but she couldn't.

"Hey, Ichigo?" He still hadn't looked her way, when he spoke completely out of the blue. Ichigo's gentle gaze turned curious as she waited for him to continue. Heisuke looked at her, an unreadable look on his face. "When did you first start having feeling for me?" Ichigo blinked at the question in surprise then smiled. "I think I liked you pretty early on, but... I didn't really realize how I felt about you until you left to join the Guardians of the Imperial Tomb." Heisuke eyes went wide as she spoke. "Really? When I quit the Shinsengumi?" Ichigo nodded and rubbed her arm in embarrassment. "Yeah… it took me a little while to realize what it meant, but I was thinking about you day in and day out." She grinned broadly at him as the words fell from her tongue. "Then when we finally met again."

Heisuke chuckled slightly and tucked her head under his chin. "I was pretty surprised, I'll tell you that. I couldn't figure out why the heck you were there with Sano and the guys." Ichigo's smile fell as she remembered that day. "You surprised me too. You gave up your weapon in the middle of a fight just to save me." She felt tears forming in her eyes as she continued. "Then, when I saw you get hurt... I guess that was the first time I realized just how much you meant to me..." Her voice wavered and stopped. Ichigo shifted and wordlessly moved so her head was pressed against his chest.

Heisuke smiled and patted her on the head affectionately. "Thanks... I thought about you a lot too, after I left the Shinsengumi." Ichigo wrapped her arms around Heisuke and began to smile again as he spoke. "So we were both thinking of each other." Heisuke's smile turned into a slight grimace when he replied. "Yeah, although the truth was I felt like I'd kind of walked out on you... I mean, when I left we hadn't found your dad. Well Chizuru and Okita found out where he was, but still..." Ichigo just shook her head at him. "It's okay I don't mind." She paused then carried on speaking. "I know he's not coming back Chizuru told me that much. But she also told me that he became the father that raised us again."

Heisuke grinned then snorted in amusement. "What the hell, I'm supposed to be cheering you up, not the other way around. You're something else, you know? I don't think I'll ever be as strong as you." The two laughed for a bit before Heisuke grew quiet and thoughtful. "Every time I found myself thinking about you, I always thought to myself, there's no way you could like her more... but every time I was wrong. I liked you more every day I know you." Ichigo smiled, but before she could say anything he spoke again, his voice soft and tender. "I love you Ichigo." Ichigo lifted her head to press a quick kiss to his cheek. "I love you too, Heisuke." She knew exactly how he felt, because she felt the same. Every day they were together she loved him more. Ichigo couldn't imagine ever feeling that way about another person.

He smiled at her, than glanced away to search through his pockets. "I wanted to ask you for a favour." Ichigo looked at him in curiosity and nodded. Heisuke smiled as he replied "Great! Now, could you close your eyes for me?" Ichigo did as he asked. With the world dark, the sound of his breath and the warmth of his body seemed more intense. It would have been a lie to say a part of her wasn't expecting to feel his lips, so when Ichigo felt his hands on her hair, she jumped.

"Hold on, just give me a couple seconds." Heisuke told her when he noticed her eyelids beginning to open. He was moving Ichigo's hair around and... It felt as though it was caught on something. When Ichigo asked if she could open her eyes, Heisuke ran his hands down to her cheeks. "Yep, all done." After the last words came, his tone turned mischievous. "Oh, just one second. A little treat..." He kissed her but this time, she was surprised. Her eyes shot open. By now she had grown accustomed to most of Heisuke's playful trickery, but no matter how many times they kissed, Ichigo's heart pounded like a frantic drum. Ichigo slowly reached up feel her hair. Running her finger along the edge of the hairpin, she traced the outline of a cherry blossom on the end.

Heisuke answered her question before she even said it. "We always made you dress like guy, right? I guess I just felt a little guilty. This is my way of trying to make up for that. Besides it looks really good on you. I was worried it might be bad..." Ichigo blushed and Heisuke told her he got it a long time ago, but never had opportunity to give it to her. Smiling at the young oni in front of him, Heisuke lent his forehead against hers. "I told myself once the war ended and we had a chance to go live our own lives together, then I'd give it to you." Ichigo smiled at him and told him she loved it and that it was wonderful. Heisuke grinned and hugged her tightly. "Well, just make sure you leave a little love for me, okay?" He gave an awkward laugh and looked away. "I'm glad it looks good on you." Ichigo smiled at him, trying to keep from crying out of happiness. "Me too. Thank you..."

The two were silent for a while after that, instead simply gazing up into the brilliantly blue sky. Dressing like a man had become so natural it had taken me some time to grow accustomed to women's clothes again. Heisuke's words had made her think back to the time she had spent with the Shinsengumi and her sister. Ichigo's mind began to wonder. She began to think if the others were ok. Even if she wanted to know the two so far removed from civilization, that news often took weeks or months to arrive. As Ichigo stared off into the distance, Heisuke called her name. She turned to see Heisuke look at her with his eyebrows knit. Someday news of their friends would reach them, and Ichigo knew it could be bad, but even if that were to happen Ichigo knew he would be there for her. So she smiled for him, a smile as bright and beautiful as the cherry blossom on the hairpin he'd given her. "Thank you. I'm really happy. I honestly never thought I could ever feel like this." Heisuke grinned back. "Me too... I'm happy any time I'm with you. Morning, night, dusk, dawn, it doesn't matter." Heisuke's smile widened and he lent down to nuzzle his cheek against Ichigo's stomach. "This little one is incredibly lucky. For being born in this new age, and for having you as their mother."

The blossom of the cherry tree blooms falls and is gone. Its life is fleeting, but beautiful. The Shinsengumi had been the final, beautiful blossom – the bloom as the wheel of time ground forward. Spring had given way to summer, and as June began the last of the cherry blossoms had disappeared. But the flower Heisuke had given Ichigo would never wilt. He would bloom at her side, forever and ever.


	21. Peace Time

If any of their friends from the Shinsengumi were to see a franticly pacing Heisuke and a solemn looking Okita, they would assume that something was very wrong. Especially when they combined that with the screams coming from the doorway in front of the two men. Ichigo had been in labour for two hours now and the longer he heard her cries of pain, the more worried Heisuke became. Okita watched his friend in concern. Usually he would say something to annoy the younger male, but even he was worried about his sister-in-law.

A while later and Ichigo's screams suddenly stopped. Both males' heads turned to the door and after a few minutes the shock wore off and Heisuke began to move towards it. It opened and a frazzled looking Chizuru stepped out. As she opened her mouth to speak Heisuke pushed past her, anxious to get to Ichigo. Okita caught her as she stumbled slightly, knocked of balance by Heisuke's eagerness to get to his wife.

"You okay?" he asked her quietly, searching her face for any sign that anything went wrong. The younger sister looked up at him with tears in her eyes. "I'm an aunt and you're an uncle." Chizuru managed to force out, a smile spreading across her face. Okita grinned back at her before noticing the furious red spread across the girls face. "She says it's my turn to have a baby next." Chizuru told him, finding the ground very interesting. The ex-captain simply laughed and began to steer the blushing girl to the kitchen to get both herself and the new mother something to eat.

With Heisuke and Ichigo

As soon as he entered the room, Heisuke froze at the sight in front of him. Ichigo was sat up in her futon smiling as she held a small bundle against her chest. When he finally stepped forwards, Ichigo tore her eyes away from their child and smiled even righter when she spotted him. Careful not to disturb the feeding baby she extended her arm to him, silently calling to him.

"Heisuke." She began when he had settled down next to her, still in awe of the precious bundle in her arms. "Meet our son." The stunned Heisuke could only nod, before reaching out to gently stroke the tiny brown curls on his sons head. "He's perfect." Was the only thing the man could think to say, though that was enough to make Ichigo's heart swell with happiness. Heisuke shifted and wrapped his arm around his wife and son. "I think you should name him." He told her, pressing his lips to her forehead. "You did all the work after all." He joked, seeing the surprised look on his exhausted wife's face. Settling against his shoulder, Ichigo began to think as she watched her son finish feeding and close his eyes to go to sleep. "How about…. Rin." She mused aloud.

"Rin?" Heisuke repeated, double checking that was the name she had decided. When she nodded, he gently took the sleeping new-born from her and held him close to his heart.

"Welcome to life…. Toudou Rin."

* * *

><p>Seven years later<p>

"RIN." Called a furious sounding female voice, causing Heisuke to jump in surprise from where he had been sat reading a letter. His surprise quickly turned into amusement when the door slide open and a pair of small heads poked sheepishly into the room.

"Alright you two." He called as the two children quietly came closer. "What did you do this time to get her so annoyed?" The small browned haired boy in front of him stayed quiet and shuffled his feet while the other child, a five year-old girl with aurbun coloured hair hide behind her cousin to avoid her uncles stare. "Rin…" Heisuke said warningly while staring at his son, which seemed to break the boy's silence.

"Father it was an accident I swear." Rin protested. "We were just playing with our ball when I kicked it too hard and hit the laundry mother just did…" He trailed of when he saw his father raise his eyebrows. Shaking his head Heisuke lent down to ruffle Rin's hair. "Don't worry about it, I'll go calm her down. In return however you both have to stay in here for a bit and work on your writing." Both Rin and his niece Okita Hikari nodded in acceptance of their punishment.

As Heisuke stepped out of the room he found Ichigo leaning against the wall, smiling to herself. She turned to face him and Heisuke silently wrapped her in his arms. Through the thin walls they could hear the two children chattering happily to each other as Rin helped his cousin with her writing. Burying his face in Ichigo's hair, Heisuke couldn't help but think of the past. Growing up without his parents, joining his friends at the dojo in Edo and becoming the Shinsengumi. His thoughts turned to when he first met the two sisters, when he realised he had fallen for the brunette in his arm and all the battles they had faced together. Tightening his arms around Ichigo, he lifted his head to rest it on her shoulder.

"You and Chizuru made this possible. The two of you made this life of peace for Okita and me." Moving to press his lips to hers his voice turned to a whisper. "Thank you for being born, and thank you for going to Kyoto when you did… Toudou Ichigo."


End file.
